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Possum Row is a small Texas town unlike any other, where the lowly possum is king, cows are widely ignored, farmers have their own religion, and lawyers are afraid to set foot inside the city limits. But everyone in town loves a party, and everyone loves Doc Seymore, so Taco Bob and his possum ranchers set out to throw Doc the biggest party the area has ever seen. But first they have to save the town from the greatest threat to small business in this country since the 1930s which, it just so happens, is where the town and its ornery residents seem be stuck anyway.
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Possum Surprise

Possum Row, just outside Armadillo, Texas, is a key, a clue, a laugh, and a dream. Possum Row is a tumbleweed of imagination bouncing along the hard landscape of reality.

The community of Possum Row itself is held together by hard work, friendship, duct tape, wire fence, spit, grit, and a common distrust of the government. Its hardscrabble inhabitants range from the emotionally and morally destitute to the merely eccentric. Most shun the glitter and flash of the big city and are content with the simple pleasures in life, often because they can’t afford much else – except, of course, beer and lottery tickets.

♦

Armadillo isn’t hard to find. It’s located in the Texas Badlands just upwind from the Mexican border, a few hours’ burro ride from the small town of Brownspot, said by some to be the southernmost point in the US.

♦

Brownspot is just a stone’s throw south of Brownsville – a popular destination for Mid-Western vacationers and Atlantic hurricanes.
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“That was some doggone fine barbeque!”

You could hear them coming before you could see them: six weary possum wranglers on horseback followed by an ATV driven by what appeared to be a circus giant. Each man was covered with dust and several gave a quick wave as they passed the main house of one of the last remaining Texas possum ranches.

It was the crack of dawn, and the ranch boss Taco Bob was already back, sitting on the front porch of the big house. He had his feet up and was watching his men come in while stealing glances at a full whiskey bottle close by. It had been another long, hard night and they were all, to the last man, worn out and thirsty – and hungry as bears.

Taco Bob always said that getting your boots off after a full night of possum ranching, getting cleaned up, then putting bare feet in something warm and fluffy was his idea of living the fine life. So, while the men headed for the washhouse, he wiggled his toes contentedly in fleece moccasins and came to a decision. He wasn’t usually one to do much liquor drinking before full sunrise, but it was Saturday, so he said, “What the hell,” and poured himself a short one.

The clouds hanging over the eastern hills slowly turned pink while Taco Bob sipped from the heavy glass and listened for Hop’s call to breakfast.

His foreman, One-Eyed Pete, had said earlier on the walkie-talkie he’d hit a dog on the way back from taking Hop into town to the food and liquor store. The van came out of the encounter a lot off better than the hound.

Hop Chong’s reputation as an outstanding cook, and having a recipe for about everything, had the ranch hands anxious about what sort of repast the ranch’s dedicated and hard working cook had put together this time.

After getting their horses squared away, the boys washed up quick, then joined their boss on the porch.

It didn’t take much on Taco Bob’s part to convince the ranch crew to join him in a little drink while they waited for that call to come to the table. There’s not much that’ll put an appetite on a man like a full night of possum ranching and a sip of whiskey, so a small stampede broke out when the dinner bell started clanging.

The main entrée of the morning turned out to be Manchurian Barbecue, served with gator tail soup, possum loaf, sweet potatoes, collards, ford hooks, rice, biscuits, and squirrel pie. Hop stood there like a proud mother hen looking over the hungry ranchers going at it. He encouraged the boys to eat up and kept bringing out more platters and pots of food.

“White Devils, eat up! Plenty more!”

Though not generally ones to cotton to being called names, the assembled ranchers tended to let slide any kind of verbal abuse from the diminutive Asian man for several reasons. One, he did that with everyone; two, he was a fine cook and took good care of the men; reason number three had to do with the man’s short temper and the long knife he always carried down inside his apron.

Over the dinner-table sounds, and numerous brief but sincere compliments to the chef, the men heard a car pull up outside. As owner of the possum ranch, Taco Bob took it upon himself to get up and take a look-see. Being so far from town, they didn’t get much company.

Out front sat a county-mounty police car. There’s not much that’ll get your ass to clench up like ‘The Man’ pulling up outside your door; and a couple of the boys were looking a mite nervous when they heard the news. Taco Bob told everyone to be cool, since it looked like it was just old hard-ass John Raddick who lived down the road.

There’s some folks that being in a position of authority like law enforcement tends to bring out the unpleasant side of their personality. This was Deputy John all over.

Up the steps came the deputy, still talking secret code cop-talk into his radio as he banged on the screen door. Taco Bob yelled at him to bring it on in. The big man came in the kitchen decked out in his fancy cop outfit and hitching at a squeaky black leather belt with all kinds of guns and radios and whatnot hanging off it. He looked down at the rough-looking possum ranchers sitting there enjoying all that delicious food and tipped his hat a little.

“How y’all doing?”

Hop gave the man a big smile and headed for the kitchen while the men each mumbled something about doing fine – and not a one missed a beat enjoying all that excellent chow.

Hop brought out a fresh bottle of Jack Daniels, and Taco Bob helped himself to another portion of that meat-just-falling-off-the-bone barbecue. He had a good idea already, but aimed a questioning look at the deputy while gnawing on a bone and getting barbecue sauce all over his face.

“So, Deputy John, what brings you down here to our humble abode this fine morning?”

The Instrument of the Law had gotten so caught up in watching the men working on all that mouth-watering cuisine that he had to think about it a second. He cleared his throat and adjusted his belt, which set it to squeaking again.

“My dog Rex has come up missing. I was just wondering if any y’all seen him around?”

There’s a special kind of snort a man makes when trying to suppress a laugh. Several of these floated up from around the table. Deputy John got a squinty look in his eye. Taco Bob managed to keep a straight face.

“You mean that big ol’ mean dog of yours that’s all the time coming down here and digging under the fence and killing my possums?” Taco Bob said this while holding a big piece of barbecue and shaking it for emphasis.

A couple more muffled snorts escaped from the table and the deputy got a little red in the face. The big man’s tone of voice changed for the worse when he inquired as to the nature of their merriment and insinuated a possible sexual relationship between the assembled possum ranchers and their own mothers.

It got real quiet then. Possum ranchers might be a bit rough around the edges, and do tend to get a little out of hand at times, but they sure don’t stand for any bad talk about their mothers. Things suddenly got mighty tense. The room was so filled with tense you could almost cut it with a knife. Hop stood in the doorway with one hand in his apron looking ready to do just that.

But Taco Bob, the silver-tongued and vengeful orator that he sometimes is, took a shot at getting everyone to calm down and make nice.

“Now, I’m sure Officer John here didn’t mean any of that, did you?”

“I sure – ”

“See there? And anyway, what with the rigors of keeping the peace in the least populated part of the state, and then worrying about a run-off dog, any man’s bound to get a touch out of sorts. I got an idea.” The head possum rancher gestured to the various aromatic platters of serious cooking still on the table. “We got plenty, sit yourself on down and get some grease on your chin. Maybe a short one to cut the dust and a bite to eat will help you unwind.”

Room was made at the table and Hop brought out a plate. They all stayed real polite and watched while Deputy John worked on a double helping of Manchurian Barbecue. Sometime during the demise of the next bottle of whisky a warm camaraderie began to spread itself around the table. Jokes were told and glasses tipped back. Then the deputy dropped a bomb.

“Y’all know Doc is leaving town, don’t ya?” Everyone stopped what they were doing. Doc was a good friend to Taco Bob and the boys and everyone in town knew it, including the deputy. “Seen a ‘For Sale’ sign up at his place in town yesterday.”

One-Eyed Pete took it. “That sign’s been there for a while. Doc might be moving to a bigger place.”

Every man at the table noticed the mean little smirk the deputy came up with as he was scraping more barbeque onto his plate.

“Oh, I thought maybe he was leaving town.”

Though they were pretty sure Doc would never move out of Possum Row, this was still a mite unsettling for the possum ranchers to hear. A sprout of concern began to take root in the men’s minds.

Everyone’s attention eventually returned to eating and drinking. At one point the ranch hand named Mumbles gave the deputy a friendly slap on the back on his way to the outhouse. It was heartwarming for the men to see this since Mumbles had been known to harbor some hard feeling towards law enforcement. Taco Bob thought he heard a faint jingle of keys as the screen door slammed.

While their guest made a pig of himself on the barbecue, the possum ranchers finished off their meal with slices of pie until every man was full as a tick. They leaned back in their chairs with toothpicks and drinks and showered praise on the cook for another outstanding feast.

Never one to miss a trick, Hop made sure that when Deputy John left he had a ‘doggie bag’ of barbecue to take with him for lunch the next day.

♦

For a while after that, any kind of dog joke was real popular around the ranch. Deputy Raddick was seen driving by out on the road a few times looking for Rex the Wonder Dog. The possum ranchers made sure to smile and wave, and a couple of the boys rubbed their bellies while waving.
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The Row

On the outskirts of Armadillo quietly sits the unassuming community of Possum Row. The Row is just a few old buildings, some dirt roads, and a breed of folks not particularly concerned about keeping up with the rest of the world.

The long-time residents are mostly work-hardened families who don’t mind strangers, but don’t like change, and a collection of ornery hermits who don’t like either. The pace of life tends to be slow, since most folks are either smart enough to realize what a slower pace does for your ability to enjoy life, or else so lazy as to be permanently stuck in low gear.

For years the social and economic cornerstone of Possum Row has been Pedro’s Fine Liquors and Guns. Though a small store by any comparison, there’s little wasted space. The shelves of the old wood frame building are crammed beyond capacity from floor to ceiling with a wide array of merchandise.

Besides an impressive selection of mind- and mood-altering libations and deadly weapons, one can buy books, groceries, children’s toys, and holiday decorations at Pedro’s. Pedro sees himself as a proprietor of distinction and takes pride in keeping his customers inebriated, armed, entertained, informed, and fed – all while in a festive mood.

There are few things needed for life’s journey not available in the ramshackle old general store, and usually those things can be had just down the street at Humberto’s Easy Nickel, usually referred to as Hummer’s.

Humberto, a humble man whom fate hadn’t troubled with looks, charm, or high intelligence, did, however, possess some inherent fundamental business savvy. His path in business might have been less certain if he hadn’t been amply blessed with many sisters from good, strong, mule-plowing stock who took to the world’s oldest profession proudly and enthusiastically.

While Pedro had shifty eyes and only smiled when to his advantage, Hummy always had a sleepy look and a lopsided smile, like one perpetually stoned. A popular story around town had him taking a large dose of mescaline once, then falling asleep. He supposedly woke in full hallucination on the roof of a moving train in a violent thunderstorm. He was never the same.

Over time Humberto had developed the traditional girth and, unlike Pedro, a mean streak he didn’t try to hide. But the two businessmen smiled and greeted each other warmly on any chance meeting, even though each instinctively mistrusted the other.

♦

It was not uncommon to see the front door of Pedro’s store propped open with a rifle, and Pedro himself propped against the doorframe. The storekeeper was hard to miss. Not a tall man, but big and dark with a drooping mustache and the stature of one not afraid of large quantities of traditional Mexican food. He often wore a sombrero, which accented the twin bandoliers he wore across his chest and the large pearl-handled pistols on each hip. The man had the ‘bandit’ look down pat, and not by accident.

Pancho Villa had been the shopkeeper’s idol since he was a kid. His grandfather had often told tales of the infamous banditos from their own family tree who’d ridden the untamed land of his native Mexico.

As a teenager Pedro had been a wild one – his sights set on a career in carousing. But his father sent him away to school. He returned seven years later with a different outlook on things. Life as a small-town merchant after taking over the family business seemed considerably more appealing than it had when he left. Three years at UNLV with a major in mathematical probability and a minor in casino fraud, followed by four years at San Quentin making license plates and cleaning toilets, can change a man.

Not long after opening the store for another day and getting himself positioned at his usual place in the doorway, Pedro rolled out one of his better attempts at a sincere smile.

“Hola, Taco Bob! How you doing today?” Pedro motioned for one of his favorite customers to come inside.

“Morning, Ped. I’m parked around back. I gave your man my feed order.”

“Excellent! Anything else for you today?”

The shopkeeper followed Taco Bob into the store and took up his station behind the cash register. Taco Bob looked toward the books.

“Did those new crossword books come in?”

“Ah, sorry, señor. Your man, Mumbles, he got the last two yesterday.”

“He did?” This was some news for Taco Bob, since he suspected none of his ranch hands had any money so close to payday. And though Pedro was known to extend a little credit from time to time, Taco Bob knew for a fact that Mumbles had been on a cash-only basis for a considerable while. “Mumbles had money?” Then again, maybe the wrangler had gotten some from his infamous cousin, the darkest of a whole family of black sheep.

But Pedro was smiling the widest of his wide selection of devious merchant grins.

“No, mi amigo, he trade some nice bullets.” A sausage-like finger pointed to a box of .357 magnum Police Specials in the display case. While Taco Bob was busy working over this turn of events, Doc Seymour came in from across the street – totally preoccupied, as usual.

A large but fit man, Doc’s goatee was losing ground to gray. He was prone to wearing shorts and sport coats with patches on the elbows, giving him the look of an eccentric professor. He walked up to the register.

“Pedro, I need a few things. Here’s a list.”

While Pedro busied himself filling bags, Doc wandered the store studying his worn pocket-journal. He looked up and noticed the possum rancher gazing forlornly at the empty crossword puzzle bookshelf.

“Morning, Taco. Someone clean out the puzzles on you?”

“Morning, Doc. Yeah, sure did. I reckon I’ll live, though I sure was looking forward to some ponderous wordplay.”

“Stop by the lab tomorrow, I’m pretty sure I saw a nearly new crossword book when I was looking for something the other day.”

“That’s mighty nice of you, Doc. I sure do appreciate that.”

Doc gave a dismissive flutter of his hand while looking hard at some items on the shelf behind the cash register.

“Pedro, I almost forgot. I also need a couple quarts of beer, a bottle of Meyers rum, and some rolling papers.” The grinning merchant held up a pack of Zig Zags. “Yeah, a dozen of those, and a couple of those long wooden pipes.” Doc stood on his toes and looked up for a second, then at the counter again. “No, the ones in the glass case by the hand grenades. Yeah, those. Two.” Doc went back to reading his journal and pointed. “And better give me one of those big hookahs up on the top shelf.” Pedro pulled himself up a ladder and reached. “Might as well make it two while you’re up there.”

Taco Bob went around the counter and took the big pipes from Pedro and set them on the counter. He gave the water pipes a good look, then gave Doc one as well.

“How are things going over at the lab, Doc?”

“Oh, the same, I guess.” Doc furiously scribbled notes in the little journal which he always carried. Taco Bob ventured a probe.

“Business holding up?”

Doc looked up for just a second. “Business? Lord, yes! Busy as a cat covering up shit. Got a big order from Hollywood. Got to fly out there soon for a few days.”

“I heard you might be moving. Seen the sign in front of your place.”

“The ‘For Sale’ sign? I just did that to try to get a date with that lady realtor.” Doc looked up from his notebook and saw the concern on the possum rancher’s face. “Don’t worry. If some fool with more money than sense should buy the place, I’d just build a bigger house on the land I bought down the road where that old flophouse used to be.”

Doc gathered up his purchases and headed across the street. Taco Bob gave the paperback bookrack a cursory glance for anything new, then eased around back to check on the loading of the possum feed.

♦

Ranch hands Horse and Hazel were helping Mumbles load hundred pound sacks of possum pellets into the van when Taco Bob came out of the store. Mumbles took a small crossword-puzzle book out of his pocket and handed it to his boss who nodded his appreciation. But before Taco Bob could say thanks, they heard a car horn and looked up to see Doc drive by and wave. They all waved back. Taco Bob took a moment for reflection as he watched Doc’s car going down the road. “That Doc sure is a fine fella.”

It never took much to distract Hazel. The tough little man with the odd name took the opportunity to stop dragging sacks of feed up into the van.

“I reckon he is! Remember the time I took sick real bad and Doc was the one figured out I had a bad case of worms?”

“Mhmn mm mnm mhn m.”

“Yeah, but at least it got rid of the worms. You might ought to try a dose yourself, Mumbles. You been looking a mite wormy lately.”

“Mmhn? Mm m mnn!”

Mumbles punctuated this last by taking the next big sack of feed Horse tossed up in the truck and dropping it on Hazel’s foot. Hazel couldn’t believe it and stood there slack-jawed staring at the heavy feed sack on his foot.

“You two mind behaving a few minutes?” Taco Bob looked up from the open crossword book. “This bickering ain’t helping me get done with this crossword puzzle Mumbles was kind enough to loan to me.”

Mumbles smiled big from under his dusty old slouch hat. When his boss looked back down he stuck his tongue out at Hazel. Taco Bob wrote something in the book that seemed to satisfy him.

“Y’all get that sack of feed off Hazel so we can see what’s going on back at the possum ranch.”

They drove by Doc’s place on their way out of town. All eyes gave the sign in the front yard a wary look – and an idea germinated in the fertile mind of Taco Bob.
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Nightfall

He was rarely seen, and then usually just as night came from the east spreading across the town. The old Indian man with a walking staff and empty sack would appear on the dusty streets of Possum Row and plod along slowly in the direction of the distant mountains.

Dogs that normally wouldn’t hesitate to jump a fence and run blocks to chase a stray possum or possum rancher would watch cautiously from their own yards as the white-haired man in peasant clothes passed by.

Sometimes in the faint light of dawn he could be seen coming back carrying the sack full over his shoulder. No one knew where he came from or how long he’d been in the area, and no one ever tried to follow him. Most were afraid of him without knowing why. When the old Indian man was mentioned, it was only in reference to something else and usually whispered. No one tried to talk to him or even look at him – except for one very small person; and a few of the people in Possum Row did talk about her. They said she was more wild animal than human.

4

Doc Seymour

Western Musings Inc. sits snugly up on the hill across the street from Pedro’s Fine Liquors and Guns, and just down the street from Humberto’s Easy Nickel. Taco Bob parked his truck in the dusty driveway, then ambled up to Doc’s front door and gave it a knocking.

He’d been inside before, plenty of times. Doc was always willing to lend a sympathetic ear or a couple bucks to Taco Bob or anyone else in town.

From outside, the place looked like your typical old redwood and stone mansion, but Doc had done some remodeling inside. Taco Bob opened the door when he heard Doc yell.

“Come in, Taco! You still want that crossword book?”

Most of the interior walls had been carefully knocked out, leaving one very large room with high ceilings. Doors led to one bedroom, a small kitchen, and a bathroom. The main room was ordered chaos. Doc sat in the middle of the room behind a large desk covered with computers, electronic gadgets, laboratory equipment, stacks of important papers, and unopened mail.

“I’d sure be proud to borrow it if you don’t mind.”

Doc spun out of his swivel chair and attacked a stack of books on the floor. Hundreds more books filled the bookshelves that covered every wall. Tall windows with billowing white curtains looked out on the town and countryside. On one side of the room an enormous television screen loomed over a cluster of overstuffed chairs and couches. The only other furniture in the vast room was a large filing cabinet stuffed with research folders filled with page after page of facts, lies, and secrets. Taco Bob leaned against the back of a chair and looked around the huge room.

“I did happen on a crossword book from Mumbles, but it was mostly finished, incorrectly.” Doc held up a book for a closer look, grunted, then dropped it over his shoulder onto the floor. “Doc, you ever see anyone cheat at crosswords? Put in extra spaces and block out others to make words fit?”

“Sure, do it all the time. Here it is. Looks like you’re in luck, too. None of the puzzles have been solved yet.”

“Thanks, Doc.” Taco Bob took the book and gave it a quick glance – beauty.

The floor of the room was strewn with more stacks of important papers, overflowing wastebaskets, and a working model train set that ran the course of the room.

“Taco, I’m glad you stopped by, maybe you can help me out.”

“Be proud to help any way I can. In fact, I’ve been thinking – ”

“Good. I’m working on another of those screenplays for some people out in Hollywood. Probably won’t ever get made into a movie. Why, I bet there’s more money paid out every year for screenplays for movies that never get made than the whole annual budget for NASA.”

“Really?”

“At least. Anyway, I’m working on a character towards the end of the story and I need some ideas. I was hoping if I asked you some questions I might get some inspiration so I can get this baby wrapped and in the can.”

“Sure thing. Be happy to help. Like I started to say – ”

“Here’s the deal. I just want to ask you about yourself, and maybe some things about possum ranching.”

Doc looked up from scribbling in his pocket notebook. He put it down and picked up a bigger notebook from the desk.

“Okay, I know you’re a straight-shooting, hard-working, responsible man who’s been known to favor strong drink on occasion. You got a good attitude that always manages to get you through the things life throws at you, though sometimes there’s stuff going on close by you seem totally unaware of.”

“There is?”

“And I know you bought that old worn out ranch from the government a few years ago, and with a lot of hard work, luck, and more hard work, you got your possum stock built up enough to take advantage of the Blackened Possum craze that was sweeping the country awhile back. Then, after the bottom dropped out of the possum market, you started raising alligators as well as possums for the European market to keep the ranch afloat.”

“Well, yeah.”

“And it’s no secret that possum ranchers and cattle ranchers don’t get along except for brief periods during natural disasters or inter-ranch marriages.”

Doc continued to make notes as he talked. “And, of course, the few single women in town tend to go for the cattlemen since they’ve got the money and social status.”

Before his guest could say anything Doc held up a hand and scribbled furiously.

“Those women who don’t hook up with a cattleman around here usually marry one of the big-time farmers. What was it you call farmers?”

“Tractor worshipers?”

“That’s it.” Doc finished his writing with a flourish and slammed the notebook closed. “That should do it!” He stood and shook Taco Bob’s hand. “Thanks so much for the help.”

“Hey, no problem.”

Taco Bob started to say something else, but Doc was already typing up a storm on his computer and oblivious to all else.

“Thanks again for the puzzle book, Doc.” The man at the desk gave a slight wave as Taco Bob headed out the door.
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Plans

“You been to Pedro’s?”

Taco Bob eased back in his favorite reclining chair and looked at his inquiring foreman, then at the rest of the roomful of rough characters that made up his ranch crew. He’d called a meeting in the ranch house.

“Actually, I been over to Doc’s, helping him with a screenplay.” A smattering of approving grunts and murmurs emerged from the motley wranglers. “He’s heading out to California for a few days, meeting with some movie folks.” Several awed whistles. “Which is why I called this meeting.”

“Mmnm mhn mm?”

“Exactly. You know how we’ve been talking about doing something nice for the man since he’s forever helping out others? Well, with him gone for a few days this might be the time to come up with something to let Doc know how much we appreciate him being such a all-around good fella.”

One-Eyed Pete spoke up again.

“Man’s smart too. Smart as a tree full of owls.”

Hazel couldn’t let the opportunity pass. “I reckon he is! Hey, remember the time I took sick real bad and Doc was the one figured out I had a bad case of mange?”

“I thought it was worms?”

“Turned out, it was both.”

Hazel scratched his head and the men sitting on each side of him moved their chairs a little further away. Taco Bob resumed.

“Anyway, seeing that damn sign in Doc’s yard made me realize how much we’d miss Doc if the man ever did move away. We need to put our thinking caps on here and come up with something nice we could do for Doc.” Everyone in the room nodded their whole-hearted agreement. “I mean, something other than helping him with screenplays and such.”

Horse – a man big on size and strength, but a little slow on the uptake since a childhood mining accident – had an idea.

“We could get him a pet.” The big man held up his own pet possum. Hazel, who had a pet chicken, seconded the notion.

“Hell yes! Man living there in that big house all alone could use some company!”

This line of reasoning was well received but quickly forgotten when One-Eyed Pete spoke up. “In that case, maybe we could fix him up with a woman.”

This got everyone’s attention. One of the new men, Smith, cleared his throat.

“Pete’s the man can do it, too. He’s knows pert-near all the women in Possum Row and even a few in Armadillo. Ain’t that right, Pete?”

The handsome yet modest foreman dismissed the compliment with a wave of his hand. Taco Bob took it.

“That ain’t a bad idea, but I reckon he’s good in that department. I think he’s got his eye on that realtor woman, and there’s a good path worn down in the weeds between his place and Hummer’s.”

This caused a few moments of hard thinking, then Hazel jumped up, his eyes wild.

“I got her! We could get Doc a big sack a frogs!”

“Frogs? Why would Doc want frogs?”

Hazel’s enthusiasm quickly fizzled.

“I don’t rightly know. It just come to me, all of a sudden.”

The wiry little man sat back down in the room full of slowly shaking heads. Jones, the other new man, had an idea.

“We could get him a new car!”

Taco Bob rolled his eyes.

“Doc’s got a nice car, and we ain’t none of us got the kind of money for buying a new car anyway.”

“Well, I didn’t exactly have in mind buying no car.” Jones held up a small satchel of burglary tools. Horse thought this hilarious and gave the man a good-natured slap on the back, which knocked him out of his chair and got everyone laughing and snorting. Taco Bob held up a hand to get everyone’s attention.

“What I was thinking is, since Doc’s pretty much got everything he needs already, we could throw him a party.” An outbreak of smiles spread like wildfire through the room. “And not just any party, no sir. We need to come up with the Bull Moose of all parties – a party that folks around here will remember for years to come – the kind folks will sing songs about, and write about in books.” You could feel the excitement in the room. As usual, Hazel was the most excited.

“Can we have music, boss?”

“I don’t see why not. I think Pedro’s nephew just got paroled. We might could get his Kiss tribute-band to play.”

Smith was squirming around in his seat and had his hand up like he was in school. This was odd since he was one of the many locals who’d pretty much avoided school as a youth and gone straight to work or prison.

“Can we have food and drinks and girls?”

“We can have all that. Maybe even games and contests. We work this thing out we can make her the biggest blowout Possum Row has ever seen.”

Everyone was really excited now. Horse stood up looking truly perplexed, his head close to the ceiling.

“But Taco Bob, ain’t all that going to cost a lot of money?”

You could have heard a pin drop. All eyes went to Taco Bob.

“I reckon it’ll cost a pretty penny all right. We need to put our heads together here and figure out a way to make a pile of money in the next few days.”

6

Full Night

It wasn’t just the townsfolk and ranchers of Possum Row who benefited from Doc’s kind and generous nature, the man was known to have a soft spot for the wild critters of the area as well. Many’s the orphaned squirrel, possum, or bird that received care at Western Musings. And hanging around the backdoor of Doc’s at night could often get you some tasty table scraps if you were a raccoon or skunk.

It was rare for anything to bother with Doc’s trashcan, which is one reason he was surprised to find the top knocked off the can one night. He crept up quiet and slow, then shown his flashlight. Inside was a young girl gnawing on a pizza crust.

“What are you doing in there?”

Doc jumped back as the girl exploded out of the can and ran off into the night.

♦

The next day Doc made some discreet inquiries around town, but he didn’t learn much. A few other people had seen the fleeting image of a young girl, one person thought she might be Indian, or at least part. Doc started setting food out back where the critters couldn’t reach, but a small person could.

One morning the food in the special place was gone. Trial and error over several weeks showed she favored corn tortillas and would cautiously come for them, sometimes even when he was close. But only at night.

Once when he spoke softly to her she responded in a chopped language he’d never heard before. Even in the dark he could see she was thin. Ten, maybe eleven, tough but small for her age, always barefoot and wearing rags of leather and cloth. He caught a glimpse of her eyes only once in the moonlight. The eyes made Doc sad because he knew then that there was nothing he could do. The girl’s eyes were large, bright, and very crazy.

7

Ideas

The men took a break in their strategy-planning session for Doc’s big party long enough to mount a full-scale attack on one of Hop’s outstanding dinners. Afterwards they retired back to the living room with toothpicks and loosened trouser belts.

“Mmnhnm hn mnm!”

“You got that right, I’m about to bust. Maybe we can get Hop to throw together a little food for Doc’s party.” And with that suggestion by Taco Bob, everyone was again excited about the party – except Hazel, who started holding his head with both hands like he was trying to keep it from exploding. The little man was moaning, and that got everyone in the room looking his way.

The new guys didn’t know what was wrong and looked worried, but everyone else knew what was going on: Hazel had an idea coming. Taco Bob patted him on the back.

“Hazel, you got something you want to share?”

The little man held up a hand for quiet. The moaning stopped and Hazel jumped to his feet.

“I got her!” Hazel started pacing the room, all wild-eyed. “I seen something on the Internet once said all you got to do is put a fresh-pulled tooth under your pillow before you hit the hay, and then when you wake up you’ll have good luck and something great will happen to you!” Hazel was wired. He looked anxiously around the room. “Don’t y’all see? Then all you got to do is just go buy some lottery tickets!”

This floated down to the assembled group of trail-hardened marsupial wranglers who issued a few contemplative grunts. All eyes went to Taco Bob.

“Hazel, this all sounds a mite flaky and somehow familiar to me. Any of y’all ever hear of an old tradition known as the tooth fairy? A notion that flourished for several generations in much of North America?” Every man in the room was thinking hard, but only shrugs and shaking heads came of it. An exasperated Taco Bob did some head shaking of his own. But Hazel remained unfazed and eager.

“So what you think, TB? We can at least try it, huh? Maybe we’ll get lucky and rich and can throw Doc the biggest Bull Moose party ever!”

This got everyone fired up again. Taco Bob was still skeptical. He took a cursory glance at what now looked like a room full of kids on Christmas Eve. He was used to Hazel’s wild ideas and had learned how to talk him down without hurting his feelings, but now he had a whole room full of feelings he was trying not to hurt. He decided to see how much they’d thought this scheme through.

“So how many of you boys got some teeth you’re willing to part with anyhow?” Everybody just kind of looked down at the floor like they were thinking about it real hard.

Hop had the kitchen cleaned up from the latest epicurean event and picked that moment to materialize at the doorway. The man was known to dabble in horticulture and had a locked greenhouse full of prized poppies out back. He stood there with a big, yellow-toothed, opium grin. Everybody stared at Hop, who kept on smiling and came up with a passable Robert De Niro.

“You White Devils looking at me?”

He reached his hand down in his apron and pulled out just a little bit of the handle of a big knife. Everybody went back to looking at the floor and pondering. Hazel sat down, but jumped up again.

“Hey, it didn’t say it had to be a tooth from a person! Maybe it just has to be a tooth about the same size!”

This wouldn’t have been much of an idea from anyone else, but it was a bell-ringer for Hazel. There was a lot of agreeing and feet shuffling and a fresh round of floor pondering.

Somewhere along in the proceedings they decided to have a little drink, and pretty soon a plan started to take shape. One-Eyed Pete started getting into it.

“Possum teeth is way too small.” This brought out some confirmatory grunts and murmurings. “And there ain’t no dogs around here any more.” Several frowns lightened and even a snicker-snort or two got loose. “And them coyotes is too darn hard to catch.” This statement brought out a round of whole-hearted agreeing. “But, you know what we got? We got plenty of sleepy old gators!” Heads popped up smiling. Everybody nodded enthusiastically, and the bottle started another trip around the room.

“How about it, Taco Bob? Think it would be okay if we went and got us a few gator teeth so we could all get rich?”

Taco Bob looked at all the hopeful, expectant faces staring at him and decided those gators were mighty tough and would likely be all right if they lost a tooth or two.

Having got that figured out, it didn’t take but a few more minutes and the rest of the bottle for everybody to decide that there was no time like the present, and everybody ran off to get ready – ‘ready’ in this case consisted mostly of finding a big pair of pliers and getting more liquor and a few snacks.

Taco Bob went out to the gator ponds with his men. He was hesitant at first, but before long he got caught up in the excitement and joined in. Two hours later they were all beat, bruised, and covered in mud and gator shit. A meeting was called right there beside a gator pond.

“Maybe we don’t need us a tooth for each person. Maybe just one big tooth would be enough for everybody to have luck!”

This struck everyone as quite a profound statement: one, because it had come from Hazel; and two, because a full two hours of the men’s combined efforts at reptilian dentistry had yielded only one tooth. But it was a big one.

Everybody got cleaned up and decided Hazel should put the tooth under his pillow right away. Hazel was proud to be the keeper of the tooth and got himself squared away and into bed. Everybody came by to check on the man with the odd name to make sure he had the tooth in the right place and see if he needed anything. They even offered to read a story to help him sleep.

That evening – after the wranglers got out of bed, ready for another night of riding the range – they put all their money together and Pete drove Hazel into town to buy a bunch of lottery tickets so they could all get rich.

When those two got back from town and showed all the lottery tickets they had, everybody spent the rest of the night daydreaming about piles of cash while herding possums and doing their chores.

8

The Texas Lottery

The big drawing was the following evening, so nobody got much sleep the next day, except Hazel.

The possum ranchers decided that Hazel should sleep with the tooth under his pillow again just to be on the safe side. Hazel said he might sleep a little better if he had his pet chicken tucked in with him, so one of the boys brought it in. They gave it a little plate with some feed and a water dish, then set a roll of paper towels next to Hazel’s pillow in case his chicken had any accidents. Then the boys gathered around Hazel – who was lying there in his bed all smiling and contented, holding his chicken – and read him a nice bedtime story about a red hen that went to town and won the lottery. After that the boys sang some old possum-rancher songs real soft until Hazel and his chicken drifted peacefully off to sleep.

♦

Late that afternoon, after they all got up, it was decided it might be best to go into town for the lottery drawing so they’d already be there to collect the money when they won. The boys were a little upset because it seemed Hazel had set the lottery tickets on his bed sometime during the day and his chicken had pecked a few pretty bad.

They got to town and hung around the front of Pedro’s. Hazel asked Horse for the time so often that the big man finally put his wristwatch on Hazel to shut him up. It worked – Hazel just sat down and stared at the watch.

Doc’s place across the street was quiet. Jones was supposed to be sharing a store-bought cigarette with Mumbles but somehow ended up with just the filter. He threw it in the dusty street.

“Doc over in California, Taco Bob?”

“I reckon. Should be gone a few days at least from what he said.”

“Where’s that realtor sign was in the front yard?”

Taco Bob smiled a little and glanced up from his crossword book.

“Damned if I know. Maybe the wind blew it away.”

As often happens in cases of impending wealth, expectations ran higher the closer it got to lottery drawing time. More than one man looked long and hard down the street towards Hummer’s while the expected amount of the windfall continued to rise in the conversations. Taco Bob felt a pull on his shirtsleeve.

“Mnm mhn mm!”

“Now, Mumbles. You know all that money’s got to go towards Doc’s party.”

“Mmn mhn mmnh?”

“Well, maybe if it’s over a million we could stop by Hummer’s, for a short one.”

This had everyone snickering and even more excited.

Knowing a portion of any money coming into Possum Row would sooner or later end up in his cash register, Pedro was happy to put the Texas State Lottery drawing on the store’s vintage black and white TV.

The possum ranchers had the tickets all laid out on a table so they could keep track of how much they were winning. Time crawled, but the little TV finally got around to the drawing.

♦

Out of the $986 dollars spent on lottery tickets, they won $42. There were a couple of tickets that the chicken had tore up that looked like they might have had some of the right numbers, but they really couldn’t tell.

It was a mighty unhappy group of possum ranchers leaving town that evening. After buying some gas for the van, they had just enough money left for a quick stop at Old Man Jennings’ place for a jug of his locally famous moonshine. By the time they were heading on home, it was getting dark and the ‘shine was starting to help relieve the pain of recent events.

They were about halfway to the ranch – passing the jug and feeling better by the minute – when Hazel, who was driving, cut a really loud fart which he thought at the time was hilarious. He threw his head back laughing.

This was not the best place to be taking your eyes off the road, however, since they were coming up on Dead Man’s Curve.

Deputy Raddick had just pulled his police car over and was standing to the side taking a leak when the big van full of screaming possum ranchers came around the curve. They hit the cop car broadside before coming to a stop a hundred yards down the road. Totaled both vehicles, but luckily nobody got hurt.

Deputy John had somehow got the front of his pants real wet and mostly sat in his wrecked car with a jacket on his lap after the other cops showed up. Some tow trucks came by and hauled the van and cop car off to the junkyard, and Hazel got hauled off to jail.

After giving the possum ranchers a big lecture, the cops left them to walk the rest of the way home in the dark. This wouldn’t have been so bad except the jug got smashed in the wreck.

They’d hoofed it a mile or so along the dark, lonely road when a truck came along. They were sure hoping for a ride back to the ranch, since they’d been too excited to eat all day and were more than ready to go check out some of Hop’s fine cooking.

Turned out the guy driving the truck was someone they knew only too well.

Skunk Johnson didn’t have to roll down the window of his pickup – it hadn’t had any window glass for years. Or brakes. But Skunk finally got the rusty old truck to stop by repeatedly stomping the squealing brakes, grinding reverse, and throwing out a concrete block on a rope. He grinned big at the woeful assembly beside the road.

“Well, lookee here! Somebody done throwed out a whole bunch of perfectly good possum wranglers!” He motioned to his cousin Mumbles to hand his concrete anchor back. “Y’all out for a li’l evening stroll, are ya?”

They started to recap the days events. Skunk took a slash off a bottle in between his gales of laughter. The laughter stopped when he got the concrete block dropped in his lap.

“Mnm mhn m! Mmnh mm!”

This insult drew a quick retort from Skunk, and before long the two cousins were screaming in each other’s faces.

Since they’d heard it all before from these two, several of the tired men made to get in the back of the pickup. But, before they could clamber in, Skunk popped the clutch and the old pickup lurched ahead. Horse grabbed the tailgate, intending to hold fast so the others could load up – but something broke with a clank. Horse had the rusty gate and right rear fender in his hands but the rest of the truck was leaving. Mumbles was running after the truck but losing ground while he and Skunk continued trading unkind comments pertaining to one another’s sexual preferences and family history.

The others soon caught up with Mumbles and together they watched the remaining taillight slowly disappear into the darkness, Skunk still yelling. Taco Bob tried to get spirits up.

“Well, except for the skeeters, it is a nice evening for a leisurely walk.” Five minutes later it was raining.

♦

By the time they got back to the ranch, Skunk had already stopped by to tell Hop they’d lost all the money and wrecked the van. Hop threw their dinner to the livestock and then nodded out in his room for the evening.

After taking stock of the situation at hand, Taco Bob had only one idea.

“I don’t know about the rest of y’all, but a big bowl of chicken soup would sure hit the spot about now.”

One of the boys just happened to come up with a real fresh chicken, the only chicken on the ranch, and before long a big pot of chicken-vegetable soup was aromatically simmering on the stove. It wasn’t the best soup they’d ever had, but it was definitely one of your more satisfying meals.

9

Dawn

Janie woke again, this time to the reality she found herself in the most often. In this world her body was slower and couldn’t even fly. It also felt pain if injured or needed food.

After a good stretch she sat up in the old chicken coop, one of the few buildings still standing on an abandoned ranch outside Possum Row. She set about planning her next move and then the one after that. But soon she was just thinking about food. She found half a tortilla in her secret hiding place. She would go watch the long, gray ground near the town later to see if there were any offerings. If not, she would hunt. Even as slow as her body was here, there were plenty of things she could outrun, and those she couldn’t outrun she seldom missed with a rock. The thought of roasted rabbit to go with the tortilla made her stomach growl. She ate the tortilla slowly and in small bites to make it last, just like Grandmother had taught her.

She missed Grandmother greatly. Before the old woman had died she told Janie many things. Too many things for Janie to remember – after all, she was just a child of only eleven summers. But she remembered some of the things Grandmother told her about her ancestors, the ones who became known as People of the Mountain.

Though once part of a great civilization, her people’s numbers and spirit were decimated by the usual violence and sickness resulting from foreigners. A small group of old people and a few youths had gone to the mountains to keep the old ways and avoid the invaders. Several generations later Janie was born.

There were many foreigners by then, a few even came to the mountains. Whether the visitors’ intentions were good or bad, the result was usually fewer of her people. Finally it was just Grandmother and Janie.

Grandmother taught Janie. The thin girl learned how to survive in the world of wild things, and also how to read. One of the foreigners who’d stayed with her people before Janie was born had sent a book several years later. Her mother was dead by then, and another visitor helped Janie read the book. The visitor told her things as well, including that she was different. Not only did Janie have skin and a face similar to the visitors – but she was also thought to be somewhat insane.

When Grandmother stopped living, foreigners came and took Janie to the city. They gave her to people who beat her and worse, so she ran.

She found the book in its hiding place back in the deserted mountains. Alone, she fasted and read the book for days. The book told a story, but the last few pages had never made any sense to her. Then during her fast she realized those pages were not part of the story, but were a guide – a map to a power place.

Janie remembered that Grandmother had told her once of an old man, one of her people, who’d gone on a vision quest and never returned. The small but determined girl left the next day with only the book, to find the power place or maybe the old man. Maybe both. She didn’t know whether to believe the people who said she was crazy. Maybe it was just because her mind was never completely asleep, and sometimes when she was in another world her body would be awkward and dopey.

But crazy or not, the wild girl did know that she would die someday, and decided it might as well be in the power place. If that place couldn’t be found in the world of hunger where people couldn’t even fly, then she would try to find it in one of the worlds of her dreams, since the book itself was a book of dreaming.

10

The Tournament

The day after the lottery, Skunk stopped by the possum ranch looking for the missing parts to his truck. Horse hadn’t wanted to litter the side of the road and had carried the tailgate and fender back to the ranch. Some bailing wire, duct tape, and one fistfight with Mumbles had Skunk and his truck back to normal. Mumbles was still mad though, so after whipping the tar out of his cousin he told the full story of the lottery and Doc so Skunk would really feel bad.

And he did. Despite his unusual name and unkempt appearance, Skunk was actually a pretty decent person, when sober. Like everyone else, Skunk liked the hell out of Doc, and when he learned of the plans for Doc’s party he wanted to help. He joined the men in the house for their next late afternoon strategy session. Skunk stood by the fireplace looking embarrassed.

“I wanted to apologize to y’all for not giving ya a ride last night. I didn’t realize y’all’d been playing the lottery trying to get some money so’s to throw a party for ol’ Doc.”

Everybody just grumbled some and most resumed their ongoing examination of floorboards. Taco Bob grumbled some as well, then addressed the assembled downtrodden.

“Well, now we got even less money than before, and we still need to bail Hazel out of jail.” Some minor feet shuffling ensued. “The good news is we still got a few days till Doc is due back. Anybody got any sure-fire ideas for making a pile of money real quick?” Several hands shot up from the seated wranglers. “And preferably legal?” The hands all slowly came back down. Those not studying the floor were focused on their fingernails or shoes like they’d never seen them before. A couple of the men looked up at the ceiling and gave probing scratches to chin stubble. Taco Bob was about to mention the last resort, the one thing everyone in the room knew about, but no one wanted to be the one to bring up: getting real jobs in town for a few days. But before he could, Skunk cleared his throat.

“Well, I seen on TV there’s a big amateur fishing tournament coming up day after tomorrow in Georgia. Maybe we could take a ride over there and show them Georgia boys how us Texans can catch bass.” This got a few looks of mild interest. “They usually got some fine prizes – boats, tackle, cash, and such.”

Taco Bob sent Pete to borrow Hop’s laptop computer so they could check it out. A few minutes later they’d found what they were looking for.

“Looks like Skunk is right. Some mighty impressive prizes.” Several of the boys crowded around and grunted approval. “But there’s a hefty entry fee too. About the same as what it’d take for Hazel’s bail.” Not an eye in the room blinked. “Well, I reckon Hazel won’t mind as long as it’s for Doc.”

♦

With everyone helping, it only took an hour for Taco Bob to get his tackle packed and his bass boat hooked up to the truck. Hop got on the computer and had the pair signed up for the tournament before Taco Bob and Skunk even got out the front gate.

Texas has some of the best bass fishing in the country, and Skunk often got invited to go fishing with Taco Bob – not because of the smaller man’s fishing ability, and certainly not for his conversational skills or overall presence, but mainly so Taco Bob wouldn’t have to worry about any major damage to his ranch while he was gone.

Skunk was overly proud to be one of the few in the Possum Row area who didn’t make a living growing crops, or ranching cows or possums. He referred to his trade as that of Solenopsis purveyor, which was just a fancy name for ant farmer. For some reason he thought ant farming a noble profession, and this was often the spark that set off many a raging free-for-all fight between him and others – though it was usually just him and Mumbles going at it, tearing the hell out of each other and anything else in the vicinity.

The fishing tournament was in south Georgia – where neither man had ever wet a line. But as everyone knows, the grass is always a little greener on the other side of the state line. Since there were several state lines involved in a trip to Georgia, they were convinced some truly great fishing awaited them in the Peach State.

So with hopes and expectations running high, the two Texans were eastbound and down.

♦

They got to the lake in time to do a little fishing and check things out for the tournament the next day. Then it was dinner in a little restaurant with some of the other people in town for the big event.

It turned out they weren’t the only ones from Texas entered. Buck Kracker, the owner of a big cattle ranch outside Armadillo and cousin to Officer Raddick, had brought one of his cowboys and a brand new boat.

Kracker had always looked down on possum ranchers and was telling possum jokes loud enough from his table so everyone in the restaurant could hear. Taco Bob and Skunk ignored the loudmouth and were almost finished eating when Kracker got around to telling ant farmer jokes.

“Okay, I got another one. Why did the ant farmer cross the road? Give up? Because he couldn’t get his dick out of the chicken!”

Skunk started eating real fast and Taco Bob knew why. He threw some money on the table and dragged a struggling Skunk out of the restaurant before he could finish his food and start punching cow-punchers.

They went straight to the motel. At Taco Bob’s insistence, Skunk made full use of all the indoor plumbing facilities, and the optimistic fishermen both got to sleep at a decent hour.

♦

The next morning the tournament lake was flat calm. As the sun first started showing signs of making yet another miraculous appearance, the only sound was an occasional bird call in the distance and the deafening rumble of thirty high-performance, 200-plus-horsepower outboard engines.

When the judges determined that it was light enough that thirty boatloads of good ol’ boys might be able to navigate the huge lake without running into each other too much, they turned them loose. Within seconds there were boats screaming off in all directions at seventy miles per hour.

Taco Bob ran his boat up to a cove they’d seen the day before and started catching fish right off. It was a beautiful early spring day and they were feeling fine. Skunk turned around in his seat in the boat and slipped out a pint bottle of Okefenokee Moon. He gave his fishing partner a sheepish smile and shrugged.

“Wouldn’t ya know?”

Skunk took a good snort and offered it over. Taco Bob waved it off.

“No thanks. I need to be keeping my wits about me if I’m going – ”

Before he could finish he got a nice hit on a plastic worm and wrestled in a small bass.

“Hot damn, Taco! We gonna flat tear us up some fish today!”

And they did too, except they were all pretty small. Even Skunk managed to tie into a couple of scrappy little bass in between pulls on his bottle of ‘shine.

“I’m feeling mighty lucky today!”

Skunk took off his old hat and spit on it for good luck – allegedly a time-honored Johnson family tradition.

“Taco, I sure wish you’d a let me have a word with that man in the restaurant last night.”

“You should be thanking me for keeping you out of the hospital. Buck Kracker looks to be about twice your size, not to mention he had that big, mean-eyed redneck sitting with him.”

“Them cow-humpers don’t scare me none!” Taco Bob looked over at his scruffy companion taking another slash of liquid courage. “You know about them boys working for ol’ Butt Crack, don’t ya, Taco?”

“I heard he hired Jed Rawlings as ranch foreman when he bought the place.”

“Well, Jed’s the only one worth two shits still there. Kracker fired all the other real cowboys as soon he got cattle ranching more-or-less figured out, then hired on a bunch of ex-cons and other low-lifes he could get on the cheap. The man’s ended up with a whole pile of ignorant, bad-tempered rednecks working for him these days.”

Skunk continued to express his displeasure with cowboys in general and Buck Kracker in particular as they came up on a nice-looking spot along the shore. Taco Bob flipped a black plastic worm up on the bank and slowly eased it into the water. There was a swirl and a splash, and the fight was on.

“You got ‘em, Taco! Yeehaw!” Taco Bob had his hands full – fighting the fish and trying to keep it out of the weeds – meanwhile Skunk was jumping around in the boat, all excited. The fish launched itself part way out of the water and they got a quick look at some serious bass – which got Skunk yelling again.

“We have liftoff! Space Shuttle Bass has left for its mission to the moon!”

Taco Bob was holding on for all he was worth. The fish dived deep for the bottom and was pulling line off the reel. Skunk was holding the bottle up and directing.

“Man the depth charges, Captain! It’s an enemy submarine!” He grabbed a bag of corn chips and started throwing them in the water one at a time making explosion noises. The fish came up from the bottom and jumped clear out of the water, shaking his head. It was an impressive fish, maybe six or seven pounds of angry trophy largemouth bass. Skunk wasn’t being much help at all.

“That sub’s shooting Nukes at us! We must notify Washington at once!” Skunk dropped his bottle of ‘shine in the boat and reached for the landing net. Even during rare instances of sobriety, the man had the poise of a hog on ice. Taco Bob was about to tell him to settle down when Skunk stepped on the bottle, slipped, and went overboard.

Not only did the ensuing ungainly meeting of Skunk’s body and the surface of the lake get Taco Bob soaked, but Skunk’s flailing-around also broke the line and caused them to lose the fish as well.

Taco Bob was none too happy with the situation at hand. Even though he knew it unlikely a jury of his fishermen peers would ever convict him if he let Skunk drown, he reluctantly helped Skunk get back into the boat.

The cold lake water sobered Skunk up some, though – enough for him to pull in one more fish later on, a respectable three-pounder. Taco Bob never got another bite the rest of the day.

♦

Back at the weigh-in, they found out that the others in the tournament caught a lot of little ones too, but not many big ones. The biggest fish of the day was just under six pounds and won Buck Kracker a new bass boat, $5,000 in cash, several gift certificates, two nice rods and reels, a guest appearance on a TV fishing show, and a big trophy. Skunk’s three-pounder was good enough for fifth place and a small trophy along with a gift certificate.

While Skunk and the other winners were getting their pictures taken with Miss Georgia and their hands shaken by the governor, Taco Bob loaded the boat back onto the trailer and got all the gear stowed. There was a big banquet afterwards, but they left because it was getting dark and they had a long haul to get home.

Skunk was all full of himself on the ride back, and Taco Bob was happy for him to win something – but some people can let a little success go to their head. Taco Bob still wasn’t doing any drinking on account of driving, but that didn’t stop Skunk. He had his little trophy sitting there on the dash of the truck as they headed along Interstate 10, and was just a-knocking back the ‘shine he’d traded the gift certificate for.

With the scenery of several states flashing by in the darkness, Skunk started in on how it was too bad Taco Bob had lost his fish.

“Shoot, you might have even won a fine trophy like this here!” Skunk had the trophy in one hand and the bottle in the other. “Maybe if you’d played that fish better, it might not have come off when I tried to net it for you.” Then Skunk launched into a long slurred explanation of the proper way to catch bass and all the things Taco Bob was doing wrong.

“You know, Skunk, I did catch a lot more fish than you did.”

Skunk ignored this and instead started in on about how he thought maybe the judges had cheated him and he should have gotten fourth place, or even third place. Taco Bob was trying to concentrate on driving since it had started raining.

“Maybe you should take it easy on that ‘shine.”

After offering the kind of assurance of complete control that comes easily from someone half in the bag, Skunk slid into a far too detailed account of what he thought about various parts of Miss Georgia’s anatomy. Next was what sounded like it was going to be a long, critical analysis of Taco Bob’s personal life, when Skunk suddenly got quiet. Taco Bob was enjoying the brief respite when Skunk said in a real small voice, “I don’t feel so good.”

Taco Bob immediately braked, but before he could pull over, Skunk puked all over the inside of the nice clean truck, then passed out slumped against the door.

♦

Taco Bob knew how much Skunk loved telling stories, which is why he left his fishing partner passed out in the grass along I-10 with his fishing trophy and lucky hat. Taco Bob figured taking Skunk’s pants would just make the story of how he got back to Texas even more interesting, and that someday Skunk would thank him.

11

The Gang

Taco Bob was just outside Possum Row when he slammed on the brakes and barely missed whatever had run across the road. He’d been having trouble staying awake. He was worn out from the full day of fishing and long drive, but wide-awake now.

“What the hell was that?”

Had to be a small deer, not much else out that time of night. He stopped alongside the road and took a stretch, a leak, and a quick flashlight inspection of the boat and trailer. Everything looked okay on the rig, but something up ahead wasn’t right. There was something just over the next hill – a glow that vanished about the time he noticed it.

He took a minute to think, then locked the truck and eased along the side of the road keeping low and close to the bushes. Something small scurried off in the brush.

“Oh, yeah, that’s what I need. Get myself snake bit out here.”

He’d heard of bandits who worked the roads at night, getting unsuspecting motorists to stop and then robbing them – or worse. Sure enough, over the hill sat a car with the hood up. He moved quietly hoping to see if there was someone by the car. About the time he had a bad thought, it was too late – a bright flashlight shined right in his eyes.

“FREEZE!”

Taco Bob stopped in his tracks.

“Hot damn! If it ain’t our old buddy Taco Bob!” The possum rancher held stock-still. Another flashlight came on, also shining in his eyes. The voice continued, “Why, I’m so happy to see you, I don’t know whether to shoot you now or wait a few minutes so I can savor the moment!”

Now Taco Bob was really scared. He recognized the voice and it wasn’t good news. This was way worse than bandits – this was the infamous Dalton Gang.

“Yep, me an’ Lenny here broke out of prison this morning and stopped by your place for a visit. The possum boys was all asleep and your truck and boat gone, so we figured you’d be coming by here eventually. We just wanted to talk about old times – like the time four years ago when you sent us up the river!” A strong hand pulled the flashlight out of Taco Bob’s hand.

“Look here, George. I was just on the jury for all those armed furniture robberies you and Lenny pulled. It wasn’t my fault you got sent to prison.”

Taco Bob didn’t know much about big, quiet Lenny, but he’d heard plenty about George. The man was small in build but big on meanness. After the trial, one of the jurors, one who it turned out not only was the most insistent for a guilty verdict, but kin to George, told a newspaper reporter all about mean little George. Seems as a boy growing up he’d gone from frog stomper, to cat kicker, to horse whipper. George finally stopped all that after getting horse-kicked real good once, and stayed away from them since – proving the man possessed some ability to learn from his mistakes, even if the lesson had to come in the shape of a heavy horseshoe at the end of an angry leg. The newspaper story said George had changed his ways with animals, but not with people.

Taco Bob could see George was working up the kind of righteous indignation that comes easily to a man who sees himself as unjustly wronged, especially when he’s the one holding the gun.

“What? What do you mean it wasn’t your fault? You was the damn jury foreman wasn’t you?”

“Yeah, but – ”

“And found us guilty of eighty-seven counts of armed robbery and burglary?”

“Yeah, but – ”

“AND, we got sentenced to five years! Damn good thing they didn’t know about the few hundred other jobs we done – or it might have been REALLY bad!”

There was a loud click in the darkness, like someone cocking a gun.

“Look, George – ”

“Stand over to the side, Lenny. Don’t want you to get no blood or anything on your clothes went I pull the trig…”

There was a dull thud. George’s flashlight dropped. Lenny spoke up for the first time.

“George?”

The other light came out of Taco Bob’s eyes and shown on George sitting on the ground holding a hand to his head.

“Ouch! Something hit me on the head! Lenny, put your light back on Taco Bobs so’s I can plug him one with – OUCH! Something hit me again.”

Taco Bob saw it that time – a rock had come out of the night and hit the ornery little man square in the forehead.

“Ow! Hey, George! Something hit me too!” Taco Bob took a step back, then another as more rocks started coming in and hitting the Daltons. Then he turned and ran.

He could hear George yelling and then shooting into the bushes. Taco Bob made it to his truck in record time and somehow got the door unlocked and the truck going and turned around and didn’t stop until he’d gotten back to the ranch by taking the long way.
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Dot

Dottie had already hit rock bottom when she got to Possum Row. She got off the bus that day in the not too distant past and walked the dusty streets to check out the sleepy town just across the tracks from Armadillo. It wasn’t much: a general store, a few businesses, some empty storefronts, and an assortment of houses that had scattered themselves in a haphazard way out into the scrub. There was even an old-style whorehouse. The houses ranged from shacks, to doublewides, to one-story ranch-style, to just plain odd.

With only an old suitcase and a new attitude Dottie went into the lone diner and ordered coffee. The waitress gave her a wary look, and a sheriff’s deputy came in, and after the briefest of introductions, started asking stupid questions. She’d been though some shit and didn’t need a hard time or charity.

At thirty-two Dottie was a good-looking woman, just coming into her prime. She’d wasted eight years married to a cowboy in Brownsville who started taking her for granted the day they were married. By the time she’d finally got the courage to stand up to him and his overbearing mother, she’d become more servant than wife.

The deputy sitting next to her wasn’t hard to figure out.

“Well, Dottie, Possum Row’s not a bad town. There’s a few kinda rough-edged types around here, but there’s some good folk, too. Not too many real men – if you know what I mean – but there’s a few of us.” This was accompanied by a fresh outbreak of creaks from the deputy’s shiny black cop belt as he gave it an unnecessary adjustment. “You should stop by my place outside of town sometime. I got a new tractor, a few head of cattle, and a big ol’ dog named Rex. He tends to bite most folks, but I bet he’d like you.” A big lewd wink.

Dottie knew she didn’t have to worry about the law in this town. The fact that there was a whorehouse spoke volumes.

“Really? What kind of house?”

“Why, I got a nice doublewide with a queen-size bed and a wet bar.”

“Indoor plumbing?”

“Yep. Two bathrooms even, though the toilet don’t work in the master.”

Dottie smiled and was about to tell this clown the toilet and him were likely full of the same thing, when his cop radio squawked about a fender-bender – and he was gone.

Suitcase in hand, Possum Row’s newest resident walked down the dusty street that day. She hadn’t come to this particular town by accident. Research had been done, her mind made up. She knew what she was going to do. She’d heard all the lame jokes about its being one of the oldest professions; but she had a little something in her suitcase – her ace-in-the-hole.

A man who looked like a heavy from an old Clint Eastwood western stood in the doorway of the town’s store while giving her an unabashed looking-over. She noted the big stone and redwood house across the street and kept walking. When she got to the two-story clapboard and brick whorehouse, she talked to one of the girls on the spacious and airy porch, then went in the direction the girl pointed. This was it. She had the body, the personality, and especially the attitude to make it big in this line of work. She took a deep breath and marched straight over to the office next-door and showed them her brand-new real estate license.

“I’m here for the job you advertised on the Internet.”
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It’s a Predatory Universe

They were after her; she’d seen them. But, then, there always seemed to be something after her, no matter which world she found herself in. Every movement, every shadow could be a threat. She was just more aware of the dangers than other people were.

In the world where she couldn’t fly there were people after her. She didn’t think they wanted to eat her like the coyotes did; they were likely either dream phantoms or social-service workers. She’d had run-ins with both in the past and knew they were equally dangerous.

Janie had come to Possum Row guided by the book. The power spot was close; sometimes she could almost feel it – probably in those mountains to the east where the old man went.

She was pretty sure it was the right old man – the last of her people – but she could never get close enough to find out. This was very troubling to Janie. In her genes lived countless generations of hunters and stalkers, and Janie had learned from Grandmother how to move across the earth like a shadow.

But the old man always seemed to avoid her, even if she’d been hiding for hours waiting for him to pass by. Following him didn’t work either. She would quietly walk along in the darkness, concentrating totally on keeping up with the old man. But inevitably something would distract her and she would lose him. And every time this happened she would find herself only a few steps from her chicken-coop home.

Then she would spend hours trying to understand how she could follow the old man for miles in the dark and still end up in the same place every time.

But eventually she would just start thinking about corn tortillas, the kind she got from the man at the big house. But the man had been gone for days, which is why she was out along the road hunting and saw the small mean man and the big quiet man. She watched them and realized they were also hunting.

She tried to warn the oncoming truck, but the man came to the trap anyway. After she rocked the bad men, they started shooting, so she ran and hid in the funny trailer behind the truck. She had been in cars a few times, but being inside a car was very different from standing up in the funny trailer as it sped along in the dark with the wind whipping her hair. It was almost like flying.
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Back at the Ranch

At the ranch house the next morning Taco Bob faced a roomful of bright-eyed expectation shining from weathered faces.

“Well, boys, I ain’t got much good news for you.”

Taco Bob tried not to look right at anyone as the first wave of disappointment swept across the room.

“Skunk and I didn’t win the fishing tournament. Actually, Buck Kracker, that big cattleman over on the other side of town, won the grand prize.”

This bit of news elicited a chorus of groans from the group.

“Skunk did get fifth place. They gave him a trophy and a gift certificate. He traded the certificate for a bottle of ‘shine.”

“Mhn mnn! Mhn mm mh nhn!”

“Actually, he did. Which is why I was hosing down the inside of my truck when I got back.”

“Mnm mh?”

“The last I saw of him, Skunk was snoring peacefully in the grass along the interstate.”

Several hung heads raised up with the beginnings of a smile.

“But we didn’t win any money for Doc’s party, not to mention I spent Hazel’s bail money on the entry fee and expenses. I reckon there ain’t going to be a party, boys.”

Even Hop, standing by the door, hung his head.

“Oh, and one other thing. The Dalton Gang busted out of prison and may be stopping by at any time to shoot me.”

♦

A gray gloom settled over the possum ranch after that. The men felt bad they couldn’t pull off a party for Doc, and having to do Hazel’s chores as well as their own didn’t help ranch moral much.

Taco Bob went into town a few days later when Doc got back, but first stopped by the jail to check on Hazel. Though usually a happy sort, Hazel took the news of the failed party hard.

♦

Doc came back in a black mood. Hollywood had wanted to make major changes to his latest screenplay.

“They want to make it just like all the other screenplays feeding the movie mill! Those people wouldn’t know an original idea if it bit ‘em on the ass!”

Taco Bob had stopped by to see how the trip out west had gone. He wasn’t in the best of moods himself. He started feeling even lower then, knowing a big party would have been just the ticket for taking his friend’s mind off the disappointment of dealing with shortsighted people.

After again thanking Doc for the now-completed crossword book, one of the last of the country’s possum ranchers slunk off with his tail between his legs.

♦

Doc wanted to take his mind off things, so he went down the road to find the lady realtor and see if she wanted to go into Armadillo later for anything but a movie. Maybe check out that new Star Trek museum in Armadillo he’d heard about. Sounded a little weird, but then Doc figured everybody needed a little ‘weird’ now and then.

When he got to the real estate office next-door to Hummer’s, he found most of the room filled with a puffed up Buck Kracker and a huge box of steaks.

“Well, it’s like this, Miss Dottie. While driving back from winning this big professional fishing tournament, I got to thinking you might like some of these. We got so many fine head of cattle now over at the ranch, and I just figured a hardworking and fine-looking lady like yourself might enjoy a nice hundred-pound box of filet mignon steaks.”

In the few months Dottie had been selling real estate, she’d become very successful. She’d joined the local gym and spent a lot of money on clothes. The vision of womanhood across the room from Doc was staring into the box and didn’t notice him standing in the doorway. Kracker had his back to Doc and was holding his ten-gallon cowboy hat in his hand. He smiled at Dottie like he’s just won another trophy.

“I thought maybe we could cook up a few of these then take a ride over to the city in my new pickup truck. There’s a new Batman movie playing we could go see.” Doc quietly slipped back out the door and headed for Hummer’s.

♦

“Closed Cuz Everyone Has Got The Damn Flu!”

The sign on the front door was enough for Doc to keep going, muttering the whole way to Pedro’s.

“Pedro, put these two quarts of beer on my tab.” Doc started to leave so he could do some light drinking and heavy muttering. He took a better look at the merchant who for once didn’t bother to hoist a smile. “What’s eating you? You look like you lost your best friend.”

“Ay, that rumor, you know the really bad one? I heard it again this morning.”

“About Wal-Mart building a store around here?” Pedro flinched at the mention of the mega-store chain. “Sorry to hear it, Pedro.” Doc left the man to his misery and went home to work on his own case of the black ass.
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Roadside Blues

The soulful eyes and ripe body of Heather the Wood Nymph was having an effect on him. Whenever she was around there was a tingling in his loins, but this time the tingling was turning into a much-too-familiar burning. The burning became so bad he woke up. He opened his eyes.

“Shit! It was only a dream!”

Skunk rolled over so his crotch wasn’t in a fire ant hill anymore. His mouth tasted like he’d been eating dusty gravel. He sat up on his bony ass and brushed off the ants that were stinging him for all they were worth. Not having any pants, along with a Category 5 hangover, reminded him of how he’d come to be lying in the tall grass along a major highway.

“Uh, oh. I reckon I screwed up again.”

Skunk spat out some gravel and looked around through the road haze. The sky looked like scorched hash browns, and the sun like an egg fried hard. He found his little plastic trophy in the grass and used it to cover his ant-bit privates while he stood alongside the road trying to thumb a ride.

Thirty minutes and a few hundred cars stuffed full of eyes later, the sky had just about finished adding some clouds that looked like an order of toast burned black when an eighteen-wheeler screeched to a stop. Skunk took off running and climbed in.

“Thanks! How far ya going?”

The truck lurched forward and the driver started working though the gears.

“Just up yonder a ways. How come you ain’t got no britches? You standing there with your bare butt in the breeze?”

“Somebody stole my pants, and I ain’t got no underwear on cuz underwear gives you cancer.”

The driver of the road-weary old semi rig turned and gave Skunk a good look – like having just remembered why you’re not supposed to pick up hitchhikers. Skunk was grinning though, happy to get a ride.

“My grandpa always said folks started getting cancer about the same time they invented underwear.” Skunk smiled big at what he thought might be a female driving the big truck. “Say, I’m about to hungry to death. I don’t suppose we could stop somewheres and get some breakfast?”

“Ain’t got time to stop. I gotta get this load of pork bellies to Houston by noon. Name’s Big Mary by the way.”

Skunk shook the offered massive paw and tried to look as pitiful and hungry as he was.

“Skunk Johnson here. I don’t suppose you got anything to eat? I really am powerful hungry.”

“Here, take you a couple of these. I got a whole case from my brother-in-law. Keeps you alert, an’ you don’t get hungry no more, neither.”

Skunk looked at the rolls of fat hanging off Big Mary and then looked in the little pill bottle. He couldn’t remember when he’d been so hungry.

Twenty minutes later the road up ahead sizzled like long strips of bacon.

“You okay Skunk? You ain’t said nothing for a while. You didn’t take more than two of them little pills, did ya?”

Skunk had a white-knuckle death grip on the dashboard and his eyes were bugging out.

“I’m fine! Just fine and dandy! In fact, I don’t know when I’ve felt so good! Did I tell you I’m in the Solenopsis business? That’s the right an’ proper name for ant farmer and I been doing it for five years now. I just go out in the pastures and dig up fire ant mounds and get the queen and sell the whole colony to scientists and universities and such so they can study a way to get rid of fire ants but they ain’t come up with a way yet and I get bit a lot but it’s good honest work and better than possum or cow ranching an’ I get to be my own boss except I got to put the ants in these special boxes an’ give them to this Mexican what runs the store in town an’ he pays me an’ that car just passed us reminds me of a fella what owes me ten dollars except his car is a different color and is actually a truck an – ”

“Skunk! You feel that? I think I just blew a tire. I’m gonna pull over here and you run around back and check that right rear tire for me real quick, okay?”

Which is how Skunk once again found himself alone alongside a major highway without any pants.
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Dust

In spite of recent advances in meteorological terminology, when it comes right down to it, Possum Row’s weather is best described in one of two ways – dust or mud.

It was another dusty day as Taco Bob drove carefully into town. He parked his pickup by the store and looked around for any signs of Daltons before heading into Pedro’s. A small crowd milled around the front door looking at something on the ground and offering opinions.

“I seen a piece of a truck recap on the highway once looked like that.”

“Might be. Looks like it’s been run over some.”

“I seen a scary movie once had something in it called a dust slug looked like that.”

“Could be just some old buffalo afterbirth somebody throwed here as a joke on Pedro.”

Taco Bob stepped closer so he could see between the cowboys pondering the thing on the ground. It was pretty disgusting all right, but he knew what it was.

“That there’s Skunk Johnson. Y’all step back and give him some air.”

Taco Bob went inside for a can of beer and poured it over the thicker, dirtier end of the thing on the ground. Two red-rimmed eyes popped open and the cowboys jumped back.

“Damn if you ain’t right, Taco Bob!”

Skunk sat up and went into a prolonged coughing jag. The cowboys went about their business. The price of beef had jumped lately and the cattle ranchers were flush with spending money. Possum prices, holding steady for months at an all-time low, had recently begun to move lower.

“You all right, Skunk?”

“I reckon. Where am I?”

“Pedro’s store. Been a few days since I left you along I-10. You have a good time after yakking all over the inside of my truck?”

“Damn, Taco! You got to kick a man when he’s down? I’m sorry if I urped a li’l in your truck.”

“It wasn’t a little. In fact, it was so bad – ”

“It was probably the way you drive got my stomach upset. You know I have a delicate constitution.” Skunk said this while still sitting in the dirt, sticking his tongue up in the beer can and trying to lick out the last drops.

“Yeah, delicate. I seen you eat a whole squirrel once – raw.”

“I was probably a lot younger then and mighty hungry.”

“It was last week out at the ranch. You were drunk and did it on a dollar bet.”

“You got my pants?”

“In back of the truck. Hold on.”

By the time Taco Bob came back with the greasy jeans, Skunk was already in the store, taking hits off a quart bottle of beer in a paper sack and telling his tale to the cowboys. Without missing a beat, he pulled his pants on over the layers of road crud, dried mud, and dust on his scrawny legs.

“What did I do then? Why, I just stuck my thumb out and this FINE-looking gal, I think her name was Heather, comes out of the woods and gives me a ride in her li’l rice-burner four-wheel-drive truck, and she had a cooler full of beer and a big sack of hot barbeque ribs! After we finished off the ribs and beer heading down the road, we stopped at this motel and had every kind of sex you can think of for about sixteen hours straight; then she drove down right through Texas and dropped me off here!”

Most of the cowboys were standing there slack-jawed taking it all in, but not Taco Bob.

“Skunk, I don’t believe a word of that.”

“Well, I did get me a ride, partway.”

“How did you get so dirty and beat up?”

Skunk looked at himself, amazed. He was so dirty Taco Bob couldn’t tell if the man had a shirt on or not.

“I don’t know how I got like this. I must have fallen down somewhere before taking a nap out front. I think I been doing a lot of walking.”

Pedro stopped ringing up some bottles of champagne, gourmet cheese, and imported grapes for one of the cowboys.

“Yeah, he sleeping in way so I can’t open the door this morning. I drag him out for the buzzards, but the buzzards drag him back by the door.”

Skunk just shrugged and scratched his ass while taking a long pull on the oversized bottle of beer. The talk turned to the big fire the night before. Seems some cowboys drunk on Johnny Walker Blue were setting off fireworks out behind the town livestock pavilion and had set it on fire.

Taco Bob was paying Pedro for his ranch supplies for the week – a ten-pound bag of rice, a can of Vienna sausages, and one bar of lye soap – and listened in.

“One of Kracker’s men had a fancy new truck parked in the main entrance driveway and was so drunk he couldn’t figure out how to disarm the anti-theft lock and move it out the way. By the time the fire trucks got in, the place had burned to the ground.”

Pedro handed Taco Bob his change.

“Bag?”

“If you don’t mind.”

“Plastic?”

“That’s fine.”

One of the cowboys snickered and whispered loud to his buddy.

“He don’t need no bag, probably growed a pouch by now!”

Taco Bob recognized the man as the one with Kracker in Georgia. He gave the cowboys a tired look and took the bag from Pedro. He’d heard plenty of possum jokes, and some were getting a little mean-spirited at times.

Taco Bob could have brought up how domestic cattle are basically slow, stupid, clumsy, shit-smeared, fly-covered brutes. Or he could have mentioned that cattle are responsible for the overgrazing of millions of acres of land, which not only destroys native grasses, but also contributes to the polluting of lakes and steams.

But he decided to let it go, since the last thing he needed was to spark up a range war with the cow grunts.

♦

One of the tires on his truck was almost flat, so Taco Bob dug out the jack and spare. On the way into town he’d been behind a school bus that threw a piece of gravel just right to put a tiny crack in his windshield. He noticed jacking up the truck made the crack bigger. A county sheriff double-parked next to his pick-up.

“Morning, deputy.”

Deputy Raddick got out and stuck a parking ticket under the windshield wiper.

“What’s that for?”

“One hour parking zone.”

“I’m changing a flat tire here.”

“Looks like you got a windshield violation going on too.” The deputy scribbled in his ticket book. “State law says you can’t have no cracks in your windshield.” Before Taco Bob could protest, the deputy’s radio came to life with a scratchy voice saying something in cop code. The deputy looked surprised.

“Got a 947-13 coming in. That’s a suspected case of Mad Possum Disease. We ain’t had one of those since the blackened possum craze. Something like that could be mighty bad news for the possum industry in these parts. I better get right on it.”

The deputy took a quick check of his watch.

“Soon as I have lunch and get my hair cut, that is. They’re having a big barbeque this afternoon out at the Kracker place. I heard Buck’s going to invite that hot realtor gal.”

Deputy Raddick then jumped in his patrol car and roared off in a cloud of dust.
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Badlands

Taco Bob’s thoughts were low, cold, and dark as he drove out of town. The lug wrench had slipped while putting on the spare tire, so he had some bruised knuckles to take his mind off his problems a little.

“Well, at least things can’t get no worse.” – which was when he noticed the Daltons following him. “I got to remember not to say that anymore.”

A quick right turn down a muddy side road, then a left onto a dusty valley trail gave Taco Bob a little breathing room. The pick-up flew along the bumpy road while he looked over the scrub and rock formations.

“I got some breeze – needs to be on the right.”

He saw a likely place and turned hard. The truck barely fit behind the rocks and brush, but it did, and the wind blew the dust cloud away before the Daltons came tearing down the trail and right on past.

When Taco Bob turned back around, there was an old Indian man standing up in front of the truck. Taco Bob jumped back in his seat when he saw the old man. He had no idea how he’d missed hitting him or what someone was doing out there miles from anything. The old guy was hitching up his pants.

“Getting so a man can’t take a crap in peace around here anymore.”

“Sorry about that, partner. I didn’t expect there’d be anyone out here.”

The old man finished fastening his pants, came over to the truck window, and gave a look with penetrating eyes under deep brows that made Taco Bob think of a hawk. The old guy’s voice made him think of gravel.

“They’re coming back. You should cover those tire tracks you left by the road quickly.” Taco Bob was going to have to think about all this. “They have guns and you must hurry.” That was enough thinking.

Taco Bob sprang out of the truck and took the offered wad of dried scrub to brush out his tracks. Just as he got back to the truck, he heard the car coming slowly, looking. He held his breath until they were past.

Both men stood by the side of the truck.

“You’re the old Indian fella who walks through town going out to the mountains. Folks don’t talk about you much, but the ones who do think you’re a medicine man or shaman or something.”

The old man rolled his eyes.

“I’m just an old man who likes to walk – maybe find a few things to put in my sack.”

“What kind of things you putting in your sack?”

“Just some herbs, sometimes datura or peyote.” He shrugged, letting Taco Bob know it was no big thing.

“So you’re going out into the desert mountains alone, at night, and gathering up some of the most powerful mind-altering drugs known to man?”

The old man’s eyes had gone soft, but there was a brief flash again of the predatory eyes.

“Hey, I’m just an old man. What’s the harm if I get a little fucked up once in a while? It’s not like I drive a bus or the space shuttle. Besides, the little drugs are my friends, they teach my body how to stretch.” To demonstrate, the old man raised his arms over his head and stretched so hard his body shook and his joints cracked. Then he stood with feet spread like he was expecting an earthquake. He looked formidable for an old man.

Taco Bob took a step back. “I reckon.”

“And sometimes I trade my little friends for tobacco at the store in town. You don’t have any tobacco, do you?”

“Sorry, I don’t smoke.”

The strange old man smiled pleasantly and stroked the air like he was petting an invisible dog. Then he leaned down like he was whispering in the dog’s ear. The invisible dog must have said something funny, because the old man stifled a laugh.

“You got an invisible friend or you just practicing your Crazy Indian routine for getting rid of pesky gringos?”

The old man looked up slowly and tilted his head like he’d just noticed the possum rancher for the first time.

“You have captured me, so I will give you a gift, and then perhaps you will set me free.”

Taco Bob started to say something, but the old man raised his hand to cut him off.

“I am a poor man, all I have is words, so I give you these: We are only men. Men have only the journey and death. But we can sometimes make the journey easier if we are ready to seize a moment of chance when it comes within our grasp. What is a moment of chance? You are having one now.” The old man winked.

“We should each be able to recognize when a small gift can actually do some good – know when a little money given will go a long way or a kind word at the right time can make a real difference. Small gifts are often more helpful than big ones. I call it having a gesture with mankind.”

The old man smiled a sad but friendly smile. Taco Bob just stood there, not sure what to say.

“I reckon I should be going. Nice talking with you, and thanks for the help and advice. Can I give you a lift somewhere?” The old man looked at the truck.

“No, thanks. My grandfather told me riding in cars gives you cancer.”

Taco Bob started his truck and backed out. He looked over and saw the old man pick up his coat and staff. The truck’s front tire had been parked on top of them.
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Down on the Ranch

When he got back to the ranch, Taco Bob was still in a bit of a daze from his meeting with the weird old Indian. He couldn’t help but notice the sign for ‘Free Samples’ by the front gate, and the wooden shipping crate as big as a truck propped up on one end with a stout post. Closer inspection showed the crate didn’t have a bottom, and the rope coming off the post made it look like a giant trap, like the kind from a Roadrunner cartoon.

“What is the world are those boys up to now?”

As he drove by he could see two chairs next to a small table full of food up under the crate. Taco Bob parked his pickup and went inside the ranch house to see what was up.

Since it was late afternoon, the ranch hands were all awake and several were sprawled, reclined, or perched just outside the kitchen. Even with ranch revenues hurting, Hop still managed to come up with plenty of food for the boys, though mainly variations of possum and rice.

Smith and Jones were standing by the kitchen door casting covetous glances at some possum pies and rice pudding that had just come out of the oven. “Afternoon, Boss.”

Taco Bob took a peek at the pies himself. The fierce look he got from Hop let him know the pies were for dinner and not before.

“Afternoon, boys. I don’t reckon any y’all know anything about the big box out in front by the gate?”

The two hired hands exchanged uncertain looks.

“I reckon you should maybe ask Mumbles or Pete about that, Boss.”

“I will.”

Hop’s possum pie was to die for, so Taco Bob made a quick feint in that direction. Hop’s hand pulled out a little bit of knife handle from his apron at exactly the same time Taco Bob decided he wasn’t quite ready to actually die.

“You White Devils wait for dinner! Soon come!”

To punctuate this, Hop picked up a heavy spoon and started banging the hell out of a big iron triangle just outside the kitchen door to call everyone to eat. That sent the ones in the kitchen hurrying into the dining room holding hands over their ears.

Due to the serious nature of the eating, there never was much said around the dinner table during the first few minutes of one of Hop’s meals, but the lack of conversation seemed more noticeable that particular afternoon. The odd box trap in the front yard could just be seen through a window. Mumbles and Pete kept glancing that way.

After Taco Bob got his plate safely loaded with seconds, he took a break for air and a question.

“Something in particular you boys got in mind to catch?”

“Mnm mhm. Mn mhm mnm!”

“Well, that’s mighty nice of y’all. You mind me asking where you got the money for all them bags of snacks piled up in there?”

Pete lit up a big grin. “We sold Mumbles’ horse Joel to ol’ Raddick down the road.”

“Joel, huh? I don’t suppose y’all told Officer Raddick that horse is gay, did you?” A few snorts of laughter sprung up from around the table. “Well, he’s always going on about how much he knows about ranching and horses and all, I reckon he’ll figure it out eventually.”

“Mnn mhn mm.”

“Well, the trap does have a nice solid look to it. And I don’t doubt for a minute Lenny might fall for it, especially the way he is about food.” Taco Bob could see the pies in the kitchen from where he sat. “But George can be pretty crafty. He might be a little harder to fool.”

One-eyed Pete spoke up again. “We thought about that. There’s a copy of the latest Penthouse in there too.” Several of the men looked up briefly at this.

“Well, it might work. I appreciate you boys’ trying to catch them scoundrels so they aren’t shooting me and all.”

Heads nodded and a chorus of agreeing grunts sprang up from around the table. Hop walked in then with the first of the pies and pudding; and that got everyone’s full attention.

♦

Twenty minutes later the men had reassembled in the front yard to go over the evening’s chores. Taco Bob pointed toward the back forty.

“Smith, you and Jones saddle up and follow Horse on his four-wheeler. See if you can get the main herd grazing out in the southwest field. And be sure to check the water troughs up on the hill, and keep the stock away from that east fence where we seen them coyotes a couple nights ago.” The two men nodded and started off after the slow, quiet man so big there wasn’t a horse could carry him. “Mumbles is going to help Hop around the house so he can keep an eye on the Dalton trap. Pete and me are going to ride out to – ” When he stopped talking everyone stood stock-still and listened.

They could hear it before they could see it. The men looked toward the low rumble and saw a big dust plume coming along the road in the fading light of dusk.

A shiny new black and chrome Harley with all the accessories pulled into the drive leading to the ranch and rumbled on in. The most notable accessories being two very attractive young women with none other than Skunk Johnson sandwiched in-between and grinning like he’d just won an election by landslide.

Skunk stopped the bike in front of the assembled group of jaw-dropped ranchers and gave the gas enough of a twist for the bike to roar once before shutting it down. The freshly cleaned and shaved ant farmer kept his hands on the handlebars like he might grin so much he’d lose his balance and fall off.

“Evening, varmint ranchers! I want y’all to meet Karen an’ Sharon!”

No one moved, few even breathed. Skunk pointed to the petite brunette in front. “Karen here is a physical therapist. She’s been carin’ for my hurt foot. I stubbed a toe on the doormat going into the bank to cash the big check People magazine gave me for my story about making my way back from I-10.” The assembled possum ranchers just stood there in the weak light, each man totally lost to gawking in disbelief and lust.

“And Sharon here has been sharin’ what she’s got, which as you can see, is quite a lot.” Skunk flashed a piano-toothed grin at his clever word usage while the statuesque blonde leaned her ample chest into Skunk’s back. “Sharon is a legal aide working at Barker, Barker, and Byte. She thinks I could get a nice settlement from the bank for their negligence.” At the mention of the word settlement the eyes of both painfully attractive women widened for a second before squinting down to a shifty look. Skunk stuck a scrawny arm out and inspected the big gold Rolex on his wrist.

“Would you look at the time! We gotta haul ass on back to town, girls. The magazine wants to interview me about that trip I made down to the Florida Keys a couple years ago.” Skunk took a long hit off a magnum of champagne he’d pulled from the bike’s saddlebags. “Did I tell you gals about that one? How I was on the bus to Key West reading a Chris Moore book and got to laughing so hard I shit my pants? Smelled so bad the bus driver kicked me off the bus! Wouldn’t been so bad except it was the middle of the Seven Mile Bridge.” Skunked laughed, the young women yawned, and the possum ranchers stood transfixed. “Well, I’ll see you possum punchers in the funny papers!” Skunk fired up the big Harley and the trio roared off in a cloud of dust.

The possum ranchers continued to just stand there, staring. A tumbleweed blew by and bumped into Taco Bob’s leg. He shook his head like a dog throwing off water.

“I’ve had me some weird dreams, but the one I just had beats ‘em all.” Several of the men were coming out of it and rubbing their eyes. Pete cleared his throat.

“Was Skunk in the dream? On a motorcycle with two beautiful women?”

“As a matter of fact, yeah.”

“I think we all just had the same dream.”

Mumbles was the first to move. He took a few steps and picked up an empty champagne bottle, then pulled a deck of playing cards out of his pocket and showed it to Taco Bob.

“Yeah, take my truck. Maybe you can find him before he manages to piss away all that money.”

Mumbles lit out in the truck and everyone else went to work. Pete gave Hop a hand in the house while keeping his one good eye on the Dalton trap.
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The Dusty Slug

There’s only one bar in Possum Row, and only one bartender who works there, so the Dusty Slug is open only when Harry Stuttermeyer feels like showing up for work. Which isn’t often.

One of the reasons for Harry’s poor work ethic was hardly anyone ever came into the bar, the main reason for this being the sky-high prices. The prices were set by the owner, who didn’t particularly like people, especially in his bar.

So it was unusual to see such a crowd in the bar in the middle of the afternoon. Harry couldn’t believe it – he counted heads again in the dim light to make sure.

“Three people! What a crowd!” Harry took a few deep, calming breaths hoping it would help him handle the stress.

A gray-haired, narrow shouldered, potbellied man in a stained white suit sat at the far end of the bar. There was just enough light from the small black-and-white television behind the bar for the man to see his magazine. Gilligan’s Island was on with the sound down, and the magazine was the latest edition of Big Tits Sportsman.

The old man was the bar’s only regular, and Harry knew what to expect from him. But the two sitting at the table by the window were strangers and kept ordering different kinds of drinks. Harry was sweating from the pressure.

“Barkeep! Bring us a pitcher of tequila sunrises, ten bags of corn chips, and a diet Coke! And make it snappy; we’re mighty thirsty over here!”

Harry started sweating even more. He got the order together, put it on a tray, and headed across the barroom. The little man sitting there with a mean scowl on his face had already gone through several kinds of liquor and beer. His oversized friend just ate chips, drank diet Coke, and looked out the window with a dreamy look on his face.

“Here you go, gentleman.”

“Put that on our tab, barkeep.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You should have a drink yourself, you must be getting thirsty with all that sweating. And give Stinky over there a drink and put it on my tab.” The little man grabbed Harry roughly by the collar and pulled him down close. “Who the hell is that, anyway? I caught a whiff of him when we come in this place. Man smells weird, kinda like manure and masturbation.”

Harry whispered so the man at the end of the bar wouldn’t hear.

“That there’s Old Man Burke. He’s a donkey rancher, loan shark, and also the mayor. Man’s got a pretty heavy Viagra habit that sometimes gets a bit out of hand, if you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t, and don’t tell me, neither. What in the hell is a donkey ranch? I never heard of that.”

“He ships ‘em up north. Burke supplies the sex shops of New York City with donkeys.”

“Why don’t that surprise me? What do you let him come in here for, anyway?”

“Well, I got to. He owns the bar.”

George rolled his eyes and took a long drink right out of the pitcher.

“How in blazes did that nasty old coot get to be mayor?”

“Well, except for me, nobody in Possum Row much believes in government or voting and such. He won with one vote on a write-in campaign. His was the only name I knew how to spell except my own, and I was mayor last time.”

The smaller of the two strangers seemed to consider this, then looked around the dusty old barroom and checked his watch.

“I got a minute. Tell me how you ended up in this shithole working for that smelly old fart anyhow.”

Harry slumped into a chair and held his head in his hands a minute before telling his tale.

“It’s been almost ten years ago, now. It was Christmas Eve and my first wedding anniversary. When I got off work from the bank, I jumped in my new car and rushed for home and my lovely bride. I was almost there when a garbage truck pulled out in front of me and I hit it broadside. When I came to three weeks later, I was at home in bed with two broken legs, a crushed spleen, and a severe concussion. My lovely wife sat by the bed, crying. I told her not to cry, I was going to be okay. She said the reason she was crying was because her boyfriend had asked her to marry him.

“I heard a car horn out front. My wife handed me some divorce papers, grabbed a suitcase, and ran outside. I never saw her again. The company that owned the garbage truck sued me and won. I lost everything. Their lawyer was my wife’s new husband. As soon as I could, I left Dayton, Ohio and headed south. I stopped here one night and got powerful drunk. Been working here since, trying to pay off the bar tab from that night.”

The little man took another good pull off the pitcher, belched long and hard, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“I figured it was something like that. You got any peanuts?”

Harry took out his wallet. The only thing in it was an old, worn snapshot of his ex. He stared at the picture with tears leaving shiny trails down his dusty face.

The big guy finished the last of the chips and spoke for the first time, suddenly all excited.

“Hey! Hey, George! Tell him about the rabbits!”

“Calm down, Lenny. I’m sure this man don’t want to hear about no rabbits!”

“Sure he does, George!” A massive hand grabbed Harry’s arm, shaking him out of his wretched memories. “Mister! As soon as we kill a man, we’re going to do a few jobs, then get a place of our own out in the country! Isn’t that right, George? An’ we’ll have a garden and bunny rabbits and everything!”

The front door opened and bright sunlight momentarily flooded the dingy room. A handsome, dark-haired young man around twenty years old stepped inside. He let the door slam behind him, and slowly pulled off the headphones he wore. The bar was so quiet you could hear the theme song from The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly coming from the headset. The young man let his eyes adjust to the gloom for a few seconds as he looked around.

“Harry? You in here? I’ve got a delivery!”

Earlier George had noticed the thick layer of dust on his pitcher, the table, chairs, and everything else in the bar.

“What kind of delivery you got, boy? Don’t look to me like this place does enough business to need much deliveries.”

The young man looked over and saw Harry with two strangers. He smiled a shy smile.

“Oh, it’s not what you think. I only have a load of illegal aliens out in the truck. I stop by every week with workers for Mr. Burke’s donkey ranch.”

“Well, shit. In that case, I reckon we’ll just take the money in the register, a case of tequila, and a six pack of diet Coke.” George pulled out a big chrome .357 magnum and pointed it at Harry. “Better make that ‘to go’.”

Ten minutes later the two strangers were gone, the illegals were delivered, and Old Man Burke was on the phone.

“Raddick, this is the mayor! Get your fat ass over here to my bar right now! Two crazy fuckers just robbed me and I heard them say they’re going to kill a man…Yeah, as a matter of fact, I think that was their names…Oh, so they’re the ones out to kill that pesky possum rancher? Well, in that case, never mind. You going to be out to Buck’s place later for the barbeque?…Well, I reckon I’ll see you out there then.”
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The Trap

At the crack of noon the possum ranchers started dragging out of bed. With Hazel still in jail, the men did his work as well as their own each night and it was starting to wear on them. What was widely acknowledged as one of the most physically demanding and dirtiest jobs in south Texas had become even harder.

The first man up found his pants, stumbled into the bathroom, spit, shat, showered, and shaved before finding his way back through the bunkhouse full of snoring and snorting to go outside and squint up at the blazing sun prior to checking the Dalton trap. Within the hour each man but one had gone through a similar routine and wandered over to the front porch of the main house to wait for Taco Bob to come back from town. Pete looked at his watch.

“He musta gone in not long after we all hit the hay this morning. Mumbles woke me up when he got back, said Taco took the truck. Mum looked pretty beat and was not happy.”

None of the men looked at all happy. They slouched, slumped, and sauntered around the porch. To pass the time they exchanged detailed descriptions of various aches and ailments until the talk bordered on actual whining. This was highly unusual behavior for the proud and tough possum ranchers – but everyone has their limits.

“Man, I sure could use a short one.”

This outburst got Jones some mighty mean looks since they hardly had money for food lately, much less whiskey. Mumbles had made some bust-head homebrew the previous fall that was so bad no one would drink it. The last of it had been choked down two days earlier. Jones realized too late his blunder and tried to cover.

“I mean, if I had some I’d be more than happy to share.”

“Yeah, and if frogs was princes we’d all get kisses.”

Before anyone could ask Smith what that meant, a dust plume came up in the distance. Jones jumped up.

“Pete, you want me to run over to the bunkhouse and wake up Mumbles? Tell him Taco Bob is back?”

“Nah, you better let him sleep.” Pete set his steely gray eye on the dust rising in the distance and adjusted his eye-patch. “I shore hope he’s got some good news.”

♦

“Men, I ain’t got no good news.”

They already knew by the way the boss walked from his truck over to the porch that things were bad. Taco Bob had been up all night ranching with his men before heading into town. But he looked more than just worn out – he looked like a man defeated.

He sat in his rocker on the porch and rubbed his hands over his face once before continuing.

“Remember I told y’all yesterday how Raddick said something about Mad Possum Disease? Well, even though we checked every possum on the ranch last night and they’re all fine, the bank won’t even talk to me about a loan. Since I own this place free and clear, those vultures down at the bank are always wanting to loan me money. But now they’re saying unless they get a written health certificate from the state they ain’t loaning money to any possum ranches.”

Jones jumped up. “Well, we just got to get one of those certificates then!”

Taco Bob came up with a sad smile for his eager young employee.

“The inspector says he’s already booked solid for the next three weeks at least with running tests to find out why some of the cattle on Kracker’s ranch are allergic to shampoo and conditioner.”

Jones tried again.

“Three weeks ain’t so long.”

“Well, that ain’t really the bad news anyway.” Taco Bob slumped down in his chair. He looked each man in the eye before going on. “I had to take a short-term, high-interest loan from Old Man Burke to keep the ranch going. And with that Mad Possum rumor going around, there ain’t likely going to be much of a market for possums for quite a while. It ain’t looking good, boys.”

The men were all lost in their own dark thoughts and didn’t notice Hop come up to the doorway.

“White Devils! No water in kitchen! Well lun dly!”

Normally an announcement of this magnitude would have gotten the men’s attention. But the only response was sad looks from tired and haggard faces. Hop shrugged and went out to the tool shed, leaving the men alone with their anguish.

No one said anything for a long time. Finally, Jones spoke up.

“Where’d Hop go with that shovel?”

Horse raised his head like it weighed almost more than he could lift.

“I reckon around back to dig a new well.”

Horse went back to his own bleak thoughts. The only sound was the wind blowing dust through the trees and an occasional muffled Chinese cuss word coming from the back of the house.

Taco Bob sat up straight and started to say something about getting himself a nap when they heard a loud thud.

Out by the front gate, the trap was down.
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Possum Surprise

“It might just be a varmint, some critter after all that food.” Taco Bob was whispering, trying to keep his men calm as they crept up on the box, which now was indeed down. Mumbles had been awakened when the men ran back to the bunkhouse for weapons. He now pointed to fresh footprints from the front gate to the box. The men spread out around the packing crate. They were heavily armed.

“Okay, let’s just be real quiet.” Taco Bob motioned to Pete to come closer so he could whisper. “Y’all’s trap worked, what do we do now?”

“Damn if I know. But I do know them Daltons are known to be bad about shooting folks for no good reason. Trapping them boys in a big box might get ‘em a tad upset.”

Taco Bob gave this some thought as he looked around at his men, all nervous and pointing every manner of guns at the box. He was about to ask Mumbles the same question when Jones, who looked scared to death in spite of holding a loaded twelve-gauge shotgun, sneezed and accidentally squeezed off a round of buckshot. All hell broke loose as every man opened up on the box.

Taco Bob yelled for everyone to hold their fire and they finally did – when they ran out of ammo. The air was full of smoke and the giant packing crate full of holes. The men pulled back and crouched down for a quick discussion. Taco Bob pointed at Jones’s gun.

“Gimme that and crawl over there and check if you can see or hear anything.”

Jones looked like he was going to wet himself, but slithered up to the box, put his ear to it for about two seconds, looked in one of the numerous convenient holes, and slithered back.

“I can’t see anything inside but a shot up table and chairs, but I heard something crunching, like someone eating corn chips.”

Taco Bob stood up. He knew.

“Let’s get this box up, I think I know what’s in there.”

After the men had cautiously put eyes and gun barrels to holes in the crate, Horse grabbed one end and slowly stood the box up. Mumbles set the post back in place to hold the box.

In the far corner was a hastily-dug shallow trench covered with empty snack bags and a shot-up magazine. The bags moved, and sitting up out of the trench holding the magazine was none other than Skunk Johnson.

“Damn if y’all didn’t go an shoot hell out of Miss March!”

♦

Skunk and Mumbles almost got into a fight twice before Taco Bob could get everyone back to the house. Skunk wore raggedy clothes and was bruised, bloody, dirty, and smelled bad – he was back to normal. They sat out on the porch so Taco Bob could find out what was going on.

“I suppose you lost all the money you got from the magazine.”

“That money got stole is what happened!” Skunk wiped his nose on his sleeve. “That damn Kracker and some of his men got me in a card game and cheated me out of every last penny!” Taco Bob looked at Mumbles, who just shrugged. Mumbles had learned from his twin brother how to play to win at cards. He’d looked for Skunk all night but never found him.

“How’d you get so beat up?”

“As I was leaving the card game I got jumped. Got my ass tore up pretty bad.”

Pete was dying to ask.

“What about those two good-looking women?”

Skunk hung his head.

“Them’s the ones gave me the ass-whupping. Stole my motorcycle, too.”

“Mhn? Mn mnhn mnn!”

Skunk sprang to his feet and launched himself fists-first at Mumbles. Taco Bob nodded to Horse, who grabbed Skunk in mid-air and held him. Mumbles sat back in his chair and rolled himself a cigarette while his cousin flailed fists and feet while spitting and screaming. After a few minutes Skunk ran out of gas and Horse dropped him back in a chair.

In the meantime it had come to each man that their last hope for getting their hands on some money was gone. As despair and hopelessness crept slowly but surely back into their hearts and souls, several of the men let out a sigh like air coming out of an old tire. Except for Skunk, who was oblivious to everything around him, as usual.

“Y’all got anything to eat around here?”

Hop had taken a break from digging the new well to put together another of his miraculous dinners. He started banging on the triangle not two seconds after Skunk’s inquiry.

The possum ranchers shuffled on into the house with a now grinning Skunk close behind.

“You boys don’t mind if I have a li’l bite to eat, do you?”

No one said anything, so Skunk had a seat at the table and everyone concentrated on the evening spread, which consisted of oak-leaf and acorn salad, potato-eye soup, pond frogs on the half shell, and rice. There was also a small bowl of Possum Surprise, a favorite among the men. Hop said it was an old, secret, family recipe.

Everyone ate his fill to get ready for another long, hard night of ranching. The only one at the table smiling and cutting up was Skunk. He looked around the table at all the sour faces.

“You boys need to lighten up some. How ‘bout this? A three-legged possum walks into a bar an says, ‘I’m looking for the man what shot my paw!’”

Several groans drifted up from the table. Hop made a loud snort sound before leaving his usual post at the doorway and going back to the kitchen. He was right back, though, with several pies, which the men made quick work of. Skunk was so full he had to use his fingers to force down the last slice of pie.

“Damn, Hop! That Possum Surprise is about the best thing I ever chewed twice and swallowed! What’s in it?”

“No tell!”

“Well, it’s damn sure fine. You know, you should enter it in the cooking contest at Possum Gras sometime!”

The mention of the town’s annual blow-out got several of the men to glance up. One or two even had something resembling a small smile trying to get started on their faces, until Skunk continued.

“Speaking of the Gras, I reckon y’all heard about them dipshit cowboys getting drunk and setting the pavilion on fire and it burning to the ground.” No one said anything; a couple of the men looked at Skunk, the rest kept eating. “Well, while them damn cowboys were cheating me at cards they were saying how since there weren’t no pavilion there’s talk around town of having the Gras at the big new farmer church this year. You know, the one on the other side of town: the Church of the Most Holy Tractor.” Skunk held his plate up and licked off a few crumbs. “Course, the Gras being at the church means there ain’t going to be no drinking allowed this year.” Those few souls at the table who’d taken some small amount of joy at the thought of an upcoming wild-ass Possum Gras went back to scowling and picking at the last of their food.

Skunk held up one finger, then farted and belched at the same time.

“Oh, and I almost forgot. Them cowboys said the State put up a nice reward for the Dalton Gang: cash money, dead or alive.” Everyone at the table looked at Skunk. “Since I’m a little short at the moment, I might just see about catching them scoundrels myself. In fact, I seen a suspicious van parked in the bushes not far from y’all’s front gate when I – ”

There was loud scraping of chairs as all the possum ranchers stood as one and ran from the room. A few minutes later a hasty strategy session was held on the front porch, guns were checked and loaded, and one by one the men slipped out into the gathering gloom of the coming night.
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Doc

Doc didn’t really like to work when he was upset, but it was either that or get drunk. Actually, getting drunk had been his first choice, and he’d been crossing the street to Pedro’s when he remembered his last big blowout. It’d left him with a three-day hangover and several empty bottles of Old Millwater, a locally popular and inexpensive libation of uncertain origin but unquestioned potency usually referred to as Old Malaria, so named for its aftereffects.

So Doc got two quarts of beer instead and went to work. He sipped beer and wrote tales of mythical beings and creatures of the night, he wrote great passages of gripping social commentary with plot twists and surprise endings to boggle the imagination. But it was hard to stay focused.

Doc pushed his chair back from the desk and ran his fingers through his hair. He stretched and looked at the ceiling, then scratched his beard and tried not to think about the one thing that kept coming back into his mind. But he did think about it: the way Dottie had looked in her office.

“Damn woman! I thought she was different! I can’t believe she let that puffed-up cowboy bullshit her like that!”

Doc did some muttering about women in general, but was soon lost in thought. His mind drifted to the realtor’s lovely brown hair with the blond highlights, and the way she had of smiling with one corner of her mouth upturned so you had to look at her sparkling brown eyes to tell if she was laughing with you. And that body! The first time Doc had seen her she was a little on the chubby side, but it seemed like every time he’d seen her since she looked slimmer and stronger. The woman knew how to dress, too. Doc wondered if it was just his imagination or if lately she’d been wearing clothes that seemed to draw the eye to her nicely proportioned cleavage. A small groan escaped as that mental image easily overtook Doc’s troubled mind. Someone knocked on the door. Doc’s head snapped up.

“Go away! I’m busy!”

Seemed like Taco Bob or one of the others always came by just when he was finally getting some work done. Doc rolled his chair in front of the computer and was about to launch himself back into the psychological and social implications of a teenage vampire working a job she didn’t like at the mall, when he heard a muffled female voice at the door.

In three seconds flat Doc was across the room and had his head against the front door looking in the peephole. Sparkling eyes, a wry smile, and the real-time version of the wonderful mental image his mind had just been envisioning. Doc ran around the room like a madman.

“Just a minute!”

In just over one minute Doc did the same amount of house cleaning he normally did in one week. He stuffed some dirty jeans under a couch cushion as he reached for the door.

“Dottie! What a pleasant surprise! Come in, come in!”

“Thanks, Doc.” Doc got a free pass for cleavage-staring when Dottie held up a white cardboard box and opened it. “Would you like some of these steaks? Somebody gave me a huge box of steaks and I’m trying to get rid of them.”

“Something wrong with the steaks?”

“I’m a vegetarian.”

Doc continued to stare intently in the general direction of the steaks and nodded sagely like he was really thinking about it. Dottie continued: “I thought you might know if there’s a charity somewhere in the area that could use some ten pound boxes of steaks?” Doc’s gaze had not wavered, but seemed to be going a little dreamy.

“Doc?”

“Huh?”

“The steaks?”

“Oh, uh, sure. I’ll take a few, let me put them in the fridge. Would you like something to drink?” Doc thought he could cook one for the little girl who came to his back door at night, but then remembered she’d disappeared. “Maybe the orphanage would like some. We can give them a call.”

After getting Dottie safely seated on a recently cleared couch, Doc cleaned the kitchen in record time. Then he served beer in teacups after apologizing for being out of tea and beer glasses.

A phone call made both the orphanage and Dottie quite happy, so Doc launched into recounting the high points of his latest screenplay to his charming and fascinated guest.

“That’s wonderful, Doc! The part about the horny sea monster and the gas truck is hilarious.” The lady realtor took a sip out of the teacup without taking her eyes off her host. “I never knew you were so talented. Have any of your screenplays been made into movies?”

Doc lost his smile and looked down.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Doc. I didn’t mean to – ”

“That’s okay. Those movie people have the foresight of mealworms, but at least they pay me well.” Doc shrugged. “How’s the real estate game going? I guess you’re the hottest realtor in Possum Row these days.”

Dottie blushed just a little.

“I’m doing all right.” Doc got a wink. “I even got a nibble on this place.”

This was a surprise for Doc since the asking price he’d given when he listed with Dottie was quite high.

“Really? From whom?”

Dottie set her cup and saucer down and was all business. “That’s the strange part, I’m not sure who it is. A company called Cowmore International sent me an e-mail this morning. Said they were interested.”

“Cowmore? Never heard of them.”

“Me either. I did a search on the Internet, but couldn’t find anything. They seemed familiar with the property, though. I’d almost think it was someone local.” Dottie knocked back the contents of her teacup. “I thought you might know.”

“Nope, but if it’s someone from around here, I know who’d be on top of it.”

Ten minutes later they were back from Pedro’s with two more quarts of beer and an answer. Doc filled the lady’s cup with beer.

“I figured Pedro would know. I’m surprised you didn’t know about it yourself. I mean, aren’t you and that cattle rancher keeping company these days?”

Dottie coughed beer onto the floor.

“Are you serious?”

“Well, I saw – ”

“For the record, I have never, nor will I ever, have anything to do with that blowhard redneck. He keeps sending me flowers and boxes of steaks, and I keep telling him to shove off.” The best smile to come across Doc’s face in weeks showed up just then. “It’s not funny, Doc. The man is a real pain in the ass.”

“Sorry, it’s just, I mean…I’m happy to hear you’re not going out with him.”

The vision of womanhood sitting mere inches above Doc’s furnace-cleaning jeans started a smile of her own.

“Oh? You are?”

Doc and Dottie were both educated and mature adults, so they blushed and fidgeted like children for only a minute or two before Doc cleared his throat just as Dottie’s cell phone buzzed.

She had a deluxe phone with the type of quick-draw holster favored by realtors. After a short exchange on the phone she apologized profusely before dashing off to meet a client. Doc was going to ask Dottie, but instead asked the ceiling after he took a long drink from a quart bottle of beer.

“I wonder why Buck Kracker would want to buy my place?”
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Hazel’s Homecoming

He could hear them singing old possum-rancher songs before he could see them. The full contingent of possum wranglers passed by the front porch of the old ranch house in the first light of day. Each man waved or tipped his hat towards Taco Bob sitting there in his rocker, just a-grinning. It had been a helluva night.

Skunk had been right about the suspicious van parked in the bushes. The entire Dalton gang was fast asleep inside, and the possum ranchers had George and Lenny hogtied before they knew what was going on.

The Daltons went in the back of Taco Bob’s pickup for the ride to the sheriff’s office, and with some help from Doc they got the reward money. It was just enough to spring Hazel and buy one bottle of whiskey – which Taco Bob kept stealing glances at, sitting there on a table.

“I sure could go for a short one, but I best wait on the boys.”

He didn’t have to wait long. Everyone was cleaned up in record time. Horse brought one of the big buckets of water from the creek to Hop, then joined the others filing onto the porch. A light rain had settled the dust and cleared the air during the night, and birds were welcoming the sunrise with song. Hazel stomped the mud off his shoes before coming onto the porch. He had a flower in his hat and a big smile on his face.

“Damn, but it’s good to be back ranching! I’d about thought you fellas had forgot about me. I was surprised as a dog with two tails in a June snowstorm when y’all showed up last night!”

Taco Bob reached for the bottle, and before he could get the top spun off, a glass had appeared in the hand of every man.

“Well, we’re happy to have you back. We been wanting to spring you for a while, but as you know, we’ve been having to deal with some serious financial constraints of late.”

Each man held his glass of whiskey, then toasted Hazel. The men sipped, smacked their lips, commented on the fine quality of the liquor, and sipped some more until their glasses were dry. Wiry little Hazel got misty-eyed when someone asked if he’d like to say a few words.

“Well, my pa always said if you eat a live toady-frog every morning that nothing worse will happen to you the rest of the day.”

A round of uncertain but generally agreeing grunts and mumbles followed this profound speech. The bottle went around again and the rest of the liquor was poured into the glasses. A muddy Hop showed at the doorway to the house just in time for the last of it. Hop held up his glass.

“Mud in eye!”

The men all tossed back their drinks and then Hazel gave the cook a good look.

“Hop, how come you’re all dirty?”

“Well lun dly. Dig new well.” The man just shrugged, then lit up a smile. “Special dinner this morning for White Devils! Flesh labbit stew!” There erupted a simultaneous chorus of Pavlonian stomach rumblings from the men. “Almost leady! Soon come!” The Chinaman poked Hazel in the chest with a long, bony finger.

“You in jail? Look hungly!”

“The vittles there was a mite lacking. I lost ten pounds in jail.” Which was no small thing for a man who normally weighed just over a hundred pounds, soaking wet.

Pete spoke up. “You don’t look no scrawnier than usual. Somebody must have hollowed you out.”

Hazel licked out his glass.

“Almost. Since there ain’t much else to do in jail, I ate a lot the first day or two. Got the bowel storms something fierce and ain’t ate much since.”

He held up his shirt for a quick showing of skin and bones. “Only thing kept me going was thinking about Hop’s cooking.” The right words and a world-class pathetic look worked. Hop took Hazel gently by the arm and made little cooing sounds as he led Hazel towards the kitchen.

“Come, come, come.”

Hazel looked over his shoulder and gave the men a wink to go along with the whiskey glow and beautiful sunrise they were enjoying. Contented smiles and sighs ruled.

Taco Bob, Pete, and Horse had hauled the Daltons into town and sprung Hazel. They’d learned a few interesting things but hadn’t had a chance to compare notes. Plus the rest of the men needed to be filled in, so Taco Bob started.

“Well, I sure am proud to see them Daltons back in jail. Having two desperate outlaws gunning for you can tend to work on your nerves after a while.”

The possum ranchers had wanted to make sure their ticket to the cash reward would still be there when they got to town, so Horse rode in back with the Daltons. The big man took off his hat and cleared his throat before giving his report.

“Big Lenny just kinda laid there and took a nap, but George sure did talk a lot on the way to town.”

Taco Bob looked up from holding the whiskey bottle over his glass so the last drop or two wouldn’t go to waste.

“What did that scoundrel have to say?”

“Mostly he said for me to stop sitting on his head. I told him I would as soon as we got to the jail, so he started going on about how if he plugged Taco Bob that him and Lenny might make the FBI’s Top Ten and maybe even get on America’s Most Wanted. He was mighty disappointed he didn’t get to shoot you.”

“I’m sure. But even though he’s a crazed criminal, I’ll bet George is a sensible man deep down. A little more prison time and he’ll probably forget all about me.”

Jones looked anxious, so Taco Bob nodded to the young man to see what he had to say.

“Well, it sure is good y’all got them Dalton’s taken care of and sprung Hazel. Now everything is going to be back to normal, right?”

Pete took it. “Not exactly. We still got us some serious monetary concerns and that Mad Possum Disease rumor to contend with.” Pete glanced at his boss with his good eye. “Hazel told us he heard some stuff while in jail. Sounds like that rumor got started by Buck Kracker.”

All eyes snapped to Pete.

“Yep. Seems Buck fired Jed Rawlings, and Jed got himself drunk and thrown in jail. Jed ended up in the next cell for a couple of days. I guess he didn’t realize Haze could hear him, and the man was a real talker, kept telling the guards all kinds of things.” Pete let that sit long enough to fire up a smoke from Mumbles.

“Haze says it sounds like there’s a lot more to Kracker than just some city slicker with money who came out here and bought a cattle ranch to play with.” The foreman blew a big lungful of smoke straight up.

Jones looked nervous again. “He ain’t something real bad like a child molester or a literary agent, is he?”

“Almost that bad. Hazel heard Jed saying Kracker used to do scams on the internet, his specialty was Russian brides. Moved from Oklahoma to Alaska to start swindling socially challenged men all across the country into thinking they were pen pals with lonely gals in Russia. He’d get them fellas to send money for airfare or visas or some such, then just stop writing. He even started some scam-alert websites to expose the competition, and at the same time make his own cons sound legit.”

A lot of heads started shaking. Living outside of town, miles from the nearest women, there wasn’t a man at the ranch who hadn’t at least thought about someday checking into the modern version of the mail-order bride.

Pete wasn’t done. “Our man Buck stayed with it and finally made so much money he got the attention of the Russian mafia, who tracked him down. He managed to give ‘em the slip, but they took over his operation.

“So then, while hiding out from the Russkies, Kracker started selling scam kits on the net, mostly to amateur crooks and phishers in foreign countries. That’s why at first most internet scams sounded a little off or had misspelled words. Then the man made a killing selling software to the same scammers that made ‘em sound like high school English teachers.”

“Mhn mm mnm?”

“Yep, he got out of that when the US government finally got off its ass and went after him. That’s when he moved from Alaska to down here in south Texas. Supposedly because of the warm weather, cheap land, and lack of Russian mafia.”

Jones stood up. “And he’s the one started the Mad Possum Disease rumor?”

“Sure sounds like it. Jed told the guard that Kracker talks big about taking over the area, and started that rumor to run the possum ranchers out of business so he could buy up their land cheap.”

Mumbles started a low growl and balled his fists. He stood and the men made way as the man whose family was known to be small in stature but big on temper stomped off toward the horse corral.

Jones looked at Taco Bob. “Where’s Mum going?”

“I reckon to go try his hand at whipping Kracker and any of his cowboys he comes across.”

“But boss, there’s some of them cowboys twice as big as Mum and almost as mean, including Buck Kracker. He’ll get himself kilt, just as sure!”

“He’ll calm down after a while.” Taco Bob looked at his watch. “In fact – ”

The ear-piercing clanging of the call to breakfast came from the back just then. Mumbles turned, put his head down, and ran hard back to the house. He was one of the first to the breakfast table.

After the initial assault on the spread of rabbit stew, biscuits, rice, and corn tortillas, Taco Bob got Mumbles calmed down. Then, in low voices, the men discussed their options.
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Cowmore

Dottie thought it through before she made the call, then punched in the number.

“Buck? It’s Dottie.”

“Hey Dottie! I was just thinking about you!”

That brought a shudder. She turned away from her desk and looked out the window of her office.

“I got an e-mail yesterday inquiring about one of my listings. It’s from Cowmore International. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

There was a moment’s hesitation.

“I should’ve known a smart lady like yourself would figure that out. Yeah, I might be interested in picking up a place or two around town, you know, diversify my holdings. I made a killing in South American cattle lately. Got in early on a company buying up worthless jungle and converting it into cattle ranches.”

“You bought stock in a company that is destroying the rain forests so fast food restaurants can sell cheap hamburgers?”

“Of course not! Hey, I don’t mess around with buying stock, I’m a full partner in the company – vice-chairman of the board even. Pretty impressive, huh?”

“Buck, the destruction of the rain forests is one of the main causes of global warming.”

“Come on, you don’t believe that crap, do you? You’re not some kind of tree-hugger are you?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.” Dottie was talking with her teeth clenched. “And a vegetarian too, in case you forgot.”

“That’s great, I always said every woman should have a hobby. You need any more steaks? I could drop by later with a big box of t-bones. Maybe we could have lunch at that new barbeque place in Armadillo and I could show you some numbers on that South American company. It a great tax shelter and a real cash cow. Get it? Cash cow?”

Dottie held the phone away from her ear and counted slowly to ten while Kracker laughed at his own joke.

“Look, Buck, if you’re interesting in real estate investments, I’ve got several listings that are a better value than that house. Not to mention the forty acres that goes with the house are too scrubby for crops or grazing, and the house is pretty big for a rental. I can send – ”

“No, that’s the one I want.” Kracker lost his mirth. “Just fax the information to Cowmore, my lawyer will take it from there.”

“Fine. It’s just – ”

“Look, I’ll let you in on a little secret, okay? Let’s just say that maybe it’s time your fat little Mexican friend had some competition.”

“You mean the – ”

“Look, I gotta go, Doll. I’ll drop those steaks by later. Ciao.”

Dottie set the phone down. She swiveled her chair and stared at the building next door.

“He’s going to turn Doc’s place into a whorehouse?”
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Inspection

The next few days were busy times for Taco Bob and the boys. Though the bottom had dropped out of the possum market, the gator market was holding up nicely. They even got a contract with a new restaurant in Armadillo. Enough money trickled in to keep the ranch going and put just a whiff of hope in the air.

Hop insisted Taco Bob stop by the state livestock inspector’s house whenever he made a delivery to the restaurant. The first time the inspector’s wife was uncertain about taking the little cup of possum surprise, but she didn’t hesitate the next time.

“My husband and I just love this! Thanks so much!”

“No problem. Glad you enjoy it. Is your husband around?”

“He’s out at that cattle ranch again, but he said to tell you he should be out to your place in a few days.”

With the money from the restaurant Taco Bob was even able to buy some better provisions for Hop’s outstanding meals.

Besides cooking, doing minor doctoring on the men, and digging a new well, Hop kept the accounts for the ranch – including the men’s back wages. Taco Bob told them he’d pay everyone in full as soon as things got right again. So the men worked harder than ever, determined to see the ranch make it – and not just for their back wages, but to show Buck Kracker that possum ranchers don’t go down easy.

Taco Bob called a meeting one morning after breakfast. The men filed into the main room of the house and found seats.

“Every man here is a damn hard worker, and I know none of y’all would have any trouble hiring on at one of the other ranches. I just wanted to thank y’all for hanging in here with me.” Feet shuffled and shoulders shrugged. “We got the possum herd looking better than ever lately, so when the market gets right again, there shouldn’t be any problem getting y’all them back wages.” A few smiles and a wink or two sprang up among the men.

The possum herd wasn’t the only thing looking better. Hard outdoor work by determined men with no money for carousing or drinking and plenty of nutritious food had the possum ranchers at their prime. There were some unexpected benefits from the total lack of alcohol: Smith remembered he knew how to play the guitar and Horse not only found his little round bifocal reading glasses, but realized he’d been wearing them upside down for years.

Taco Bob looked around the room before continuing. “The state inspector should be here any day now, so let’s be sure to cooperate with the man, and if he asks a question you don’t know the answer to, run and find Pete or me.” A car horn sounded in the front yard. “Mumbles, would you see who that is? If it’s Skunk, you have my permission to deal with him as you see fit – that is, as long as it doesn’t involve in any way setting fire to or damaging the ranch.” Mumbles leapt up grinning and scurried out the front door. “Y’all go get yourselves some sleep. Tonight I’ll take a couple of men and we’ll – ” Everyone looked up as Mumbles burst into the room.

“Mm mnhn mnn!”

The room emptied in a matter of seconds. Taco Bob and Pete lead the procession to the inspector’s car and were all grinning and hands-shaking.

Two hours later the inspector had looked over most of the possum herd.

“Them little fellas all look right as rain so far. I reckon I’ll have a look at the rest this afternoon after lunch – that is if I don’t get no emergency calls come in.” He pointed to the cell phone on his belt. Taco Bob shook his head slowly.

“No sense in running all the way back to town for lunch. I’m sure Hop could whip up a little something. In fact, he’d probably be all heartbroken if you didn’t have a bite while you’re here.”

“Well, I reckon I could. Wouldn’t want to hurt the man’s feelings.”

♦

The food waiting on the table looked like something out of a magazine and smelled like heaven to the hungry inspector. He had a seat in front of the lone place setting.

“My, this do look fine.” The state man was good-natured, round, jowly, and looked like he knew his way around a dinner table. “Y’all ain’t going to have some?” Taco Bob sat across from the inspector and smiled.

“We just had a big feed earlier. Hop always enjoys cooking for guests; you should bring the li’l woman out for the evening meal sometime.”

The inspector started loading his plate from the numerous steaming bowls and platters.

“Thanks, I might just do that.” Hop smiled big from the kitchen doorway while the rest of the men were busy in the front yard under the watchful eye of Pete.

♦

When the inspector finished checking the possums, he rode with Taco Bob on Horse’s ATV back to the ranch house. The rest of the possum ranchers were standing around the state-issued car parked in the front yard, and all lit up big grins when Taco Bob flashed them a covert ‘thumbs up’. The inspector climbed off the ATV and scribbled on his clipboard.

“Here’s your clean bill of health on them possums. Reckon I’ll check some of the other possum ranches next while I’m at it.” He looked for his car. “I could have swore I parked here in front.”

Pete shooed the others aside and made a Vanna White gesture with his hands toward the car.

“Why, it’s right here, Inspector.”

The state man looked at the spotless and shiny car. “It is? Does look the same inside, and my stuff is in there, but my car is gray.”

“Well, Mumbles seen a crow fly over and crap on it. He went to wipe it off and kinda got carried away. We come over to give him a hand, and when we got all the layers of caked dust and mud off, we found this nice shiny red car.”

The bewildered inspector ran his hand over the freshly polished surface of the gleaming car. “Well, I’ll be. You know, I think it might have been red when I first got it.”

The front door of the ranch house slammed and Hop ran out with a little paper bag for the inspector.

“Possum Surplise for wife. Maybe you get lucky tonight.”

“Why, thank you, Hop. Y’all need any more inspecting, just give me a holler, ya here?”

The men all stood and waved goodbye as the state car drove carefully around a couple of lingering mud puddles and headed on down the road.

“You boys get some shut-eye, I got business to attend to.”

And with that – and the inspection certificate – Taco Bob jumped in his truck and headed for town.
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Hollywood

“Hey Doc, when’d you get back?”

Taco Bob had a seat and looked over at his friend who sat at his desk staring at the ever-present pocket journal.

“This morning. Glad to be back too, I’m really getting to hate Hollywood.” Doc held up a warning hand. “Don’t ask how it went. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You weren’t gone long, only three days. I was hoping that might be a good thing.”

“It was close this time. Mighty close. But I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Gotcha.” The possum rancher looked around the room a minute while Doc furiously scribbled and typed. “Say, Doc – ”

“How much do you need?” Doc pulled out his wallet. “Twenty do it?”

“Actually, I just wanted to thank you for helping us get that reward money for the Daltons.”

“Oh, sure. You just have to know how to talk to those people. No problem, glad I could help.” Doc held his wallet and waited.

“Remember we told you about the rumor about Mad Possum Disease? And how the bank wouldn’t give me a loan?”

“Yeah, you said the possum market dried up and the bank’s loan manager wouldn’t give you the time of day.”

“Exactly. Well, I’m proud to say we got a clean bill of health from the state inspector, and I just came from the bank. Should be getting that loan in a few days. Then I can pay off Old Man Burke. That bank loan is a lot better terms.” Like most of the residents of Possum Row, Taco Bob didn’t really like – much less trust – banks, and would take a loan from one only in an emergency.

Doc wasn’t a big fan of banks either. Taco Bob had heard the man’s rants about how hard it was for a working man to get a small business loan, but how that same bank would cheerfully issue credit cards like they were throws at a parade. Doc slipped his wallet back in his pants pocket.

“Well, I’m glad you got the loan. I heard that inspection cost you a new car, though. Somebody told Pedro they seen the state man driving around in a shiny new red car right after he was out at your place.”

“Doc, we washed the man’s car and used about a dollar’s worth of car wax we found in the barn.” Taco Bob leaned forward in his chair. “Pedro say who told him that?”

“Think he said one of Kracker’s men.”

“That so?” Taco Bob leaned back in his chair. “We had a report from an unreliable source it was Kracker started the Mad Possum rumor. Supposed to be wanting to drive the last of us possum ranchers out of business so he can buy up our land.”

Doc gave this some thought.

“How unreliable?”

“Hazel heard it in jail.”

“That’s pretty unreliable, all right. I’ve been hearing some strange stuff about him lately myself.” Doc launched into the full story of the e-mails and phone calls he’d gotten while in California about Kracker’s offer on his place – and the cattle rancher’s plans for the old house.

“Kracker wants your place so he can open a cathouse and go into competition with Hummer’s? That’s mighty odd. Reliable source?”

“The offer is pretty much what I was asking, and Dottie is the source.”

“I’d say that’s pretty solid.”

“Well, don’t tell anyone. The way Hummer is, he finds out about it he’ll get depressed, maybe do something rash.”

Taco Bob had to work on that a beat or two.

“You going to sell?”

“I might. I haven’t had a chance to talk to Dottie in person about it yet, and she’s gone now herself. Went to some realtor’s convention in Houston.”

“Well, it’s looking like we’re going to be in the possum business again soon. I reckon I better get on back to the ranch.”
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Town

Though Armadillo is a typical modern Texas city, Possum Row hasn’t changed much since the 1930s. While the rest of the country was busy digging itself out of the Great Depression in order to get ready for things like World War II, the Cold War, Rock and Roll, Microsoft, and Harry Potter, the quiet community of Possum Row took a long siesta. It was as though Possum Row remained a late-night black and white movie in a Technicolor world.

The land in the immediate area wasn’t much good for cattle or crops, but just fine for possums. The possum industry plodded along largely unnoticed for years, except during the Blackened Possum Craze, which transformed the hardworking, but dirt-poor possum ranchers into hardworking, but not nearly as dirt-poor possum ranchers. A few even made enough money to be considered almost respectable middle-class citizens. Luckily this didn’t last long, and when the Blackened Possum Craze gave way to the Blackened Redfish Craze everyone on Possum Row was back to plain old dirt-poor, and the few who’d had a brush with respectability were once again able to relax and be themselves.

While some of the residents on the row spent their hard-earned in the stores of nearby Armadillo, most still shopped at Pedro’s, not only for the wide selection, but because Pedro offered something few modern stores would even consider – you didn’t need a credit card to get credit at Pedro’s.

♦

Pedro came out the front door of his store and chased away two boys staring in the window at the wide assortment of dusty, delicate, and dangerous items on display.

“Vamanos! Get jobs and come back with money!” One of the boys gave Pedro the finger and both ran away hard.

The owner of the biggest, best stocked, and only general store in the area noticed Taco Bob driving away from Doc’s place across the street. Both men waved. Pedro turned his thoughts to Doc.

“It would be nice to do something for Doc.”

In a small town anything out of the ordinary is quickly noticed, especially by someone with a precarious hold on the region’s retail trade. So, before Pedro could think too much about something nice to do for Doc, his attention was diverted.

A coal-black stretch limo came slowly down the street. Pedro held his usual post by the front door, and tried not to stare too hard into the dark windows of the car when it stopped briefly in front of his store. The car moved on and the shopkeeper’s knees shook.

“Ay, thees is not a good thing.”

Just an hour earlier Humberto had been in Pedro’s store tearfully telling his sad story of the one thing that all businesses in an open and free market fear the most: competition.

Humberto had many sources around town and word had come to him of a plan by someone to buy Doc’s place and open a competing whorehouse. Pedro mentioned the visit he’d had from Doc and the woman realtor. He told Hummer that Doc had asked about a company, and how once the cattleman Kracker had written a check from that company.

Pedro had always thought competition was quite healthy – that is, as long as it happened to someone else. Though it would hurt Hummer’s business, there would likely be extra customers for the store. Pedro should have been happy, and he had been, until the limo drove by. The long black car left a small cloud of dust and a feeling of dread in the soul of Pedro that he couldn’t seem to shake.
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Back at the Ranch

After another long night of ranching and another outstanding meal, Taco Bob called a meeting on the front porch. He felt better than he had in weeks, good enough even to feel the need to wax a bit philosophical.

“Well, boys, like I mentioned at breakfast, it looks like things might be turning around for us. Whoever said lots of hard work and clean living – ”

There was a clanging coming from the direction of the road leading to the ranch and a dust plume rising. The ranch didn’t get many visitors, so all eyes and most attention went to the road. An old, rust-brown pickup came into view.

“Mhnm mmh! Mnm mhnn mm!”

Taco Bob gave Mumbles a glance.

“As much as I might tend to agree with that, it still seems a mite harsh. After all, he is your cousin.”

“Mnh mm mn!”

“Well, there is that.”

The old truck came through the gate, and after considerable squealing of worn-out brakes and some noisy gear grinding, came to a stop against a rotting tree stump. A lone figure jumped from the cab, raised a pint bottle to its mouth, and drank long before dropping the empty bottle in the back of the pickup.

“Howdy, varmint ranchers!”

Taco Bob looked into the expectant eyes of Mumbles and gave him the slightest nod. The little man took off into the yard like a shot and pounced on Skunk Johnson. While the two men wrestled around on the dusty ground, Taco Bob continued.

“Where was I? Oh, yeah. Anyway, I got the bank loan started and showed the inspection paper to the livestock buyer and Pedro. By the end of the week I expect to have that high-interest loan taken care of, and Pedro’s sending out a big load of possum feed tomorrow. Boys, it looks like we’re back in the possum business.”

A good cheer came up from the men, enough of a cheer for Mumbles to look up from hitting Skunk in the face with a length of tree branch. Skunk let loose his hold on his cousin’s throat and both men got up and stumbled over.

“Mhn mm?”

Jones was the most excited. “Taco Bob is getting the bank loan and we’re going to start selling possums again!”

Everyone was grinning and slapping each other on the back. Mumbles and Skunk started doing a little Irish jig with some of the men clapping time and stomping their feet. Pete told Hazel to run around back and yell down in the well hole to let Hop know the good news. Jones eased up to a smiling Taco Bob.

“Boss, shouldn’t we be helping Hop some? Seems like digging a well in that hard old ground in the hot sun is kind of a rough thing for one man to be doing on his own.”

Taco Bob just leaned back in his chair. He felt a resurgence of his philosophical self.

“Most all of us have got a certain amount of plain ol’ orneriness deep down inside. Some got a lot, and those who don’t do something about it usually end up in some kind of trouble sooner or later. Those smart ones like Hop who got an inordinate amount of ornery try to find an outlet for the cantankerousness that builds up inside them. So about once a year Hop digs a new well, whether we need one or not.”

Jones stood nodding and working this over in his mind and noticed Hazel coming back around the house. He saw Hazel stop suddenly and put a hand against the porch railing to steady himself.

“Boss! Something’s wrong with Hazel!”

Taco Bob looked over and shrugged.

“Here it comes.”

Hazel held his head while staggering over towards the dancers and plopped down on the ground. Everyone stopped what they were doing and waited for it. They didn’t have to wait long.

“I got it! I got an idea! What with everything starting to turn around here an’ all, well, maybe now we could do something nice for Doc. Maybe we could have that party!”

Every eye went to Taco Bob sitting on the porch in his rocker.

“Haze, I think you got right to it. Here we are all happy an’ shit just because a whole lotta hard work is about to start paying off for us. And the entire time we ain’t been thinking about nothing but our own worthless hides.” The men all looked embarrassed. “I reckon the only thing we could do to right this kind of selfish behavior is, well, to throw Doc the biggest party of all time!”

A fresh cheer sprang up from the men except for Mumbles, who’d been rooting around in the back of Skunk’s truck. He wanted to make sure there wasn’t a half-swallow of liquor going to waste in the discarded bottle when he made an amazing discovery: a bag of full pint bottles of Old Malaria and one large onion. He held up the bag triumphantly.

“Mhn mmn mnm!”

“Hey! Them’s my groceries for the week!”

Skunk started to protest further, but was nearly stampeded and instead joined the men taking bottles from his cousin.

“Mhn mm?”

“Well, y’all calm down a mite an’ I’ll tell you.”

Each man held a small brown bottle and listened.

“I sold me a couple ant colonies to Pedro this morning. After he gave me the money, he said he’d been reading about a trick and asked if I’d like to make a little wager. Well, y’all know me, I did. The way Pedro explained it, there weren’t no way I could see him winning the bet. But the sneaky devil did, and I lost all my money.”

Mumbles turned loose an unabashed snort. Skunk gave him a hard look before continuing.

“But some roughnecks from one of those offshore oil rigs come in the store as I was leaving. They’d just got paid and were already half in the bag. One boy had so much money it was sticking out of his pockets. I asked him if he was a betting man and a few minutes later I had a fist full of cash.”

“Mhn mmn mm?”

Skunk looked over his audience to make sure he had everyone’s attention.

“Well, at that point I was down to my last dime and ol’ Betsy.” Skunk motioned with his head towards the old truck with its front bumper against the stump. “I bet them boys from the oil rig fifty dollars against my truck. Luckily Pedro sells single cigarettes, so I used my dime for a cigarette. I’d told them boys I could light it, take three good puffs, and the cigarette wouldn’t be no shorter.” Skunk worked his eyebrows like two big brown caterpillars. “Won me fifty bucks!”

“Mhn mm?”

“I ain’t telling.”

“Mnh mm nmn mm!”

Mumbles jumped up and head-butted Skunk, then while the two cousins again rolled around in the yard punching and cussing, everyone else went back to drinking and enjoying the pleasant day. Smith borrowed Mumbles’ guitar and the ranchers lounged around the ranch-house porch singing possum-rancher songs while cheering on the two men wrestling in the dirt. At one point Jones came running through the front yard laughing his head off with Hop in hot pursuit. Taco Bob turned to Pete.

“Any idea what that’s about?”

“I reckon Hop caught him messing around in his greenhouse.”

Taco Bob shook his head. “Some folks just got to learn things the hard way, I reckon.”

“I reckon so.”

Before long they could hear blood-curdling screams coming from behind the house.

Taco Bob looked over at his ranch foreman again.

“Reckon I’ll go deal with it. You best stay here and keep an eye on those two.” He pointed towards the tiring cousins pounding on each other in the dust.

The scene Taco Bob found behind the house was about what he expected. A naked Jones was tied up and hanging from a tree by his ankles. He was screaming and crying while Hop stood close by concentrating on sharpening a large butcher knife. What Taco Bob hadn’t expected to see was a large metal drum covered in mud.

“Hop, where’d that old drum come from?”

“Find in glound when dig well.” The little man didn’t look up from his knife sharpening.

“What you planning on doing with it?”

“Fat man in town with sto’ say he buy. Take away when bling feed.”

“Oh, okay.”

Jones stopped screaming when he noticed his boss and switched to begging for his life. Taco Bob held up a hand for silence.

“Jones, you been in Hop’s greenhouse?”

“I was just going to play a joke! I didn’t mean no harm!”

Taco Bob looked over at his cook, who was now finished sharpening and had an insane look in his eyes. Jones started bawling again. Taco Bob walked over and carefully placed his hand on Hop’s shoulder.

“Hop, if you give the boy a break, I don’t think he’ll do it again. Will you Jones?”

“No, sir! Never! I promise!”

“See there, Hop? I think the man’s sorry.” Hop seemed determined to extract his pound of flesh. “Tell you what, since you got your knife nice and sharp, maybe later on you can skin Skunk.”

Hop scrunched his face up and held his nose as he headed for the kitchen door.

“Well, Jones, I reckon I better cut you down before he comes back.”
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Hazel’s Doozy

About half the liquor from Skunk’s truck had been sipped, slashed, and sloshed back when Hazel suddenly stopped singing along with the others on the porch and staggered into the front yard. The two cousins were taking a break from fighting and sat sprawled on the ground sharing a pint. Hazel walked towards them, then his eyes went back in his head and he collapsed on the ground. No one paid him any mind. After a minute Hazel’s whole body started shaking so bad he’d kicked up his own little dust cloud.

Meanwhile, Jones had rejoined the group, as had Taco Bob. Hop brought out some French-fried chicken feet for snacks and tried a sip or two of liquor. Jones stayed close to his boss and never took his eyes off Hop except for a quick glance at Hazel flopping around on the ground.

“Bossman, is he having some kind of a fit? Or is it another idea?”

“Not sure, but if it’s an idea, it must be a doozy.”

Hazel sat up holding his head with both hands. His eyes were closed, but slowly opened. Everyone got quiet when the little man raised one hand.

“I got her! But it’s awful big, I don’t rightly know if I can get her all out.”

Mumbles tossed Hazel a pint with one good drink left in it. The bottle was empty in a flash and Hazel raised his hand again.

“Okay. Here she comes. We’re wanting to do something nice for Doc cuz he’s always doing nice things for us an everybody in town, right?” Plenty of agreeing nods. “Well, instead of having the party out here, why don’t we have it where Doc ain’t got to go so far to his own party? And wouldn’t it be nice to have Doc’s party where we could get more party stuff real easy if she really gets going and we run outta stuff?” You could almost see light bulbs going up over several of the men’s heads. “So, what I’m thinking is: why don’t we have Doc’s party – at Doc’s place!” Everyone gave big grunts and nods of approval at this. “Wait, there’s more!” Hazel was sweating now. “Okay, the town’s annual blowout is coming up soon, but they ain’t gonna be no drinking cuz it’s at that farmer church, right? Well, Taco Bob is on the Possum Gras committee, maybe he can talk them others into having the Possum Gras at Doc’s place! We could combine the two and damn sure have the biggest Bull Moose Party this town has ever seen!”

The effort was too much for Hazel who fell back in the dust. The sense of awe surrounding the men was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Hop was the one who finally broke the silence.

“That damn good idea! You look like man could use some pie. Come.”

Hop gathered up the shaken but proudly smiling Hazel and lead him through the sounds of amazement coming from the other possum ranchers. Taco Bob hadn’t moved from his rocker.

“Well, I said it’d be a doozy, and damned if it ain’t. There any more of that liquor?” A full pint came through the air and Taco Bob snagged it with one hand. “Boys, I reckon we got some serious party planning to do.”
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Dot

“Pretty lady, you want to buy genuine Indian blanket?”

The cab driver pulled out of Armadillo International Airport and held up a colorful piece of cloth for his fare to see. Dottie reached over the seat and inspected the little white ‘Made In China’ tag.

“No, thanks.”

“How about genuine voodoo doll?”

A naked Barbie with a nail in its head came up.

“I don’t think so.”

“Pistol?”

Looked like a Mac-10. Dottie had seen one for sale at Pedro’s.

“Not today.”

“Bud?”

A full gallon bag of marijuana came into view.

“No, thanks.”

The smarmy little cabbie stopped at a red light and turned to present an immoral wink.

“A man? I have cousin – ”

“No. No thanks.”

But that was exactly what Dottie wanted. She hadn’t been with a man since she left her husband, and her thoughts took a pleasant drift to Doc. But the cab driver wasn’t done.

“A woman? I have cousin – ”

“Not today.”

Dottie felt better than she had in years. During her flight from Houston she’d looked out the window at the clouds and thought about how she’d come to be in the best shape of her life. Oddly enough, it had started with the only good idea her worthless husband ever had.

Throughout the years of her nightmarish marriage she’d attempted to find some escape from the constant attacks on everything she did from her husband and his domineering mother. Food became her only friend and comfort.

She put on some weight, which her husband reminded her about constantly. Added to the list of things he told her she needed to do was join a gym, and she did finally, if for no other reason than to get away from him and his mother for a few extra hours a week.

The gym was embarrassing. All those gym rats looking so toned and firm made her fell like a lump, so she went in the off hours when there weren’t many people.

An older woman named Sarah, who she soon realized was gay, befriended her. Dottie wasn’t interested, and thankfully the woman never made any moves on her. But she did help Dottie with her workouts and talked to her – talked a lot.

Sarah had traveled extensively, and shared her experiences while they worked out on the machines. Dottie learned about people and places outside her daily routine, which at the time consisted mainly of working in the office of a gas company, watching television, having lousy sex with her husband, and eating too much of the wrong things.

After a few weeks Dottie did lose some weight – and gained some strength. She became more self-assured in spite of the constant reminders from her mother-in-law that she was fat and worthless. She found solace in deviousness – she plotted and planned. She snuck over to the library during her lunch breaks and surfed the Worldwide Web, hid money from her husband, and faked a sprained back. She told her husband she had to do special exercises for her back at the gym and spend time in the whirlpool – but what she really did was take real estate classes.

Her friendship with the woman at the gym became strained. Sarah’s unspoken sexual desire created an almost unbearable tension. When Dottie finished the classes she told Sarah her plans. There were a lot of tears, but Dottie’s resolve held. Two days later the newly-licensed realtor filed divorce papers and bought a bus ticket for Possum Row.

♦

“That’s it, on the left.”

“Sandals? Incense? Time-share condo?”

“No, thanks.”

Dottie paid the cabbie and went inside, glad to be home. She took a shower, then spent an hour getting ready before making the call. Her new black skirt with the lavender top fit perfectly. She left the top three buttons on the blouse undone. Then the fourth.

“Doc? It’s me, Dottie. If you’re going to be home I could stop by so we could go over that offer on your place…Fine, see you in a few minutes.”

Dottie took her time checking herself out in the mirror and putting a drop or two of her most expensive perfume in the right places. She didn’t want to get to Doc’s before he had a chance to tidy up – didn’t want him to rush around and wear himself out. If things went as she planned, the man would need all his strength before the night was over.
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Doc

Doc had to take a short break from housecleaning to catch his breath. He’d calculated how long it would take Dottie to get to his house from her place and decided he had plenty of time. Then realized she might have been at her office just down the street when she called – or even in her car, almost there.

So, he set another personal world record for whirlwind house cleaning and then collapsed on a couch, panting. Either Dottie was going to have to give him more notice in the future, or he’d have to make a serious lifestyle change and start picking up after himself. Maybe if one of his screenplays got made into a movie he could get a maid service to celebrate. No – not if, but when! But before Doc could once again stomp down that particular oft-traveled road, the doorbell rang.

Doc took a quick glance around the big room, kicked a dirty pair of underwear under a bookshelf, and reached for the door. That’s when it hit him – he’d cleaned the house, but not himself. A quick look in the peephole and Doc sprang like a deer for the bathroom.

“Just a minute!”

Doc tore his clothes off and jumped into the shower before the water had a chance to warm up. He panicked when he couldn’t find a washcloth but luckily found a stiff brush and a container of soap behind the toilet, which he used to furiously scrub his body, hair, and teeth. He ran the hair dryer on scorch, pulled on clean clothes, and combed his hair while running for the door.

“Coming!”

Doc ripped the door open.

“Dottie! What a pleasant surprise!”

The vision of womanhood standing in the doorway gave him an odd look.

“Doc, I called, remember?”

“Of course! Just a little joke! Come in! Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Not right now.” Dottie set a folder of papers on the low table in front of the couch as she sat down. “Doc, why do you have your pants on backwards?”

“New jeans. Supposed to break in faster this way.”

“Oh. Well, you might want to zip up in that case, or put on some underwear. I mean, before you go out in public.”

“Right.” Doc headed for the kitchen without turning his back to his guest. “What did you say you wanted to drink?”

“Doc?”

“Yes?”

“I don’t want anything to drink, but I would like for you to take a minute to fix your clothes and then come sit down here and relax.”

A few minutes later an embarrassed Doc sat next to a smiling Dottie where she was patting the couch cushion.

“Better?”

“Yes. Sorry about that. I get a little crazy sometimes when I’ve been working a lot.”

Dottie gave Doc’s hand an understanding pat. Doc felt a lot of the tension subside.

“Doc, what’s that smell? Are you wearing cologne?”

“No, I just took a shower, probably the soap.”

“It’s an unusual scent, yet somehow familiar. What kind of soap?”

“I think it was SnoBol.”

Dottie opened the folder and set papers on the low table.

“Here’s the paperwork on that offer for you to look over. I could have faxed it, but – ”

“I wanted to see you, too.” Doc stiffened slightly as this slipped out. “I mean, you’re a special person, and I’d really like to get to know you better.”

Dottie looked into Doc’s brown eyes, which seemed bigger than usual, probably because he was as surprised as she at overcoming his shyness for once. Dottie turned towards Doc, giving him both barrels with her upper body. Their eyes locked, but she could see the slightest twitch as he fought to keep his eyes off her chest. She leaned in closer and put her right hand on his.

Doc put his other hand on hers, effectively making a Dottie-hand sandwich. Her heart was racing, she’d been waiting for this moment for weeks. The last thing she wanted now was an interruption; so, as they stared into each other’s eyes, she reached her free hand for the cell phone on her belt, just as it rang. She clicked it off anyway. Doc blinked and his hand came off hers.

“Are you going to get that?”

“No.” Dottie un-holstered the phone and flipped it over her shoulder without taking her eyes off Doc. She gently placed Doc’s hand back on hers and leaned in close. She put her hand behind Doc’s head, and was about to gently pull him closer for a kiss when the fax machine across the room beeped loudly and started to whirl. They both looked.

“It’s just the fax, probably nothing.” Doc seemed distracted though, then Dottie’s phone laying on the floor rang again. The moment was broken.

“Dottie, let me turn that damn fax off.” Doc went for the machine and Dottie grabbed her phone. Doc took a quick look as he reached for the ‘off’ button.

“Damn!”

“What is it?”

“Oh, nothing. Just those lemmings in Hollywood again. It can wait.”

“Is it something important?”

“I’m sure they think it is.”

Doc sat back on the couch next to Dottie who was again turning off her phone.

“Must have come back on when it hit the floor.”

“Anything important?”

“Just Kracker.” Dottie knew she shouldn’t have said it as soon as it came out.

“Kracker? I thought you and him – ”

“Doc, the man’s an asshat, but he is a client. Sometimes you have – ”

“So, you’re not seeing him?”

“Doc,” Dottie was losing patience. “Look – ” Then it was Doc’s phone ringing. Dottie puffed her checks and let out a slow breath. “You going to get that?”

Doc jumped up and ran to the phone.

“Hello? Yes…Yes, I got the fax…Really?…Okay…Yes, I’ll call you tomorrow…Goodbye.” Doc looked at Dottie, who was checking her phone messages. “Looks like another trip to Hollywood.”

“So soon?”

Doc slumped onto the couch and rubbed both hands over his face. He didn’t look happy. Dottie reached over and held his hand.

“Doc, you’re working too hard. Everyone in Possum Row says so.”

Doc looked up.

“They do? What are they saying about me?”

“Nothing, Doc. It’s just that you’re putting too much into trying to get one of your screenplays made into a movie. It isn’t healthy.”

Doc stood, his face flushed.

“Isn’t healthy? Is that what they’re saying? They’ve got a lot of nerve! This is the only town I’ve ever heard of that considers a slovenly lifestyle and substance abuse to be virtues!”

Dottie stood with her hands on her hips.

“Look, Doc. Everyone in this town loves you, but they’re worried about you. All you do is work.”

“Me? How many hours a day do you work? Ten? Twelve? I bet it’s been months since you’ve gone more than an hour without making a phone call!”

Dottie’s phone picked that moment to start ringing again. She rolled her eyes and grabbed the phone.

“Fuck!”

The phone went flying and smashed against the front door. Dottie marched over and picked up the pieces, opened the door, and threw them as hard as she could. She turned towards Doc with her hands clenched and murder in her eyes.

“Happy now?” Dottie turned to storm off.

“Do you want to go with me to the Star Trek museum in Armadillo tomorrow night?”

“Yes!”

Dottie slammed the door behind her so hard one of the windows cracked.

“Damn, but I like a woman with spirit!” Doc did a little happy dance. “I’ve got a date!”
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Party Plans

“All right, men. Since we’re all a lot more sober this morning than yesterday morning, I reckon we can go over this list before I head into town in a while to talk to the Gras committee.”

Everyone had gathered on the porch after breakfast, including Skunk. While everyone else worked the possum herds during the night, Skunk slept in his truck with his feet sticking out the window. He would have likely still been asleep if Mumbles hadn’t set fire to one of his shoes an hour earlier.

The Possum Gras had been the main topic of conversation since Hazel’s doozy the day before, and several of the men lounging around the front porch had ideas of their own to contribute. Taco Bob leaned back in his rocker and looked over the list written on a yellow pad.

“I got some of the things usually going on at the parade and Gras wrote out here. Hazel told me last night maybe we should have a special float for Doc.” Everyone nodded agreement. “Hazel, you got any more ideas before I open the floor for suggestions?”

“I reckon not, boss. I think I’m about give out of ideas for a while.” Hazel did look a little drained. Horse gave the man a comforting pat on the back while Taco Bob continued.

“That’s fine, Haze. You deserve a break. I made a couple of phone calls yesterday afternoon to other folks on the committee. The fellas liked the idea of moving the Gras up a little and having it at Doc’s. I imagine the parade should have the usual stuff like the Armadillo Elementary School Screaming Pocket Gophers Marching Band, the banker’s float, the possum float, Horse here will be doing his usual thing, the Possum Row fire truck if they can get it running, and the cattleman’s float, to name a few.”

Mumbles stood growling and with his fists clenched. Skunk took the cue and did likewise. Taco Bob shook his head sadly.

“Mumbles, you just got to let it go. Kracker can’t help it if he’s a greedy asshole.”

“Mn? Mnhn mm nn!”

“Okay, maybe he can. But with somebody like that, I’m thinking we should give it a little more time for things to work out on their own. A person with that much meanness might self-destruct, eventually.”

Mumbles and Skunk didn’t look too convinced, but both grudgingly sat back down. Taco Bob went back to his notes.

“We need us a theme for the Possum Float. Any ideas?”

Everyone gave this some hard thought. Jones spoke up first.

“How about something that has to do with good-looking women? Like a ‘Possum Ranchers Do It All Night Long’ kinda thing? We could get a bunch of really sexy women in bikinis smiling and waving and wiggling around and throwing money to the crowd along the street!”

“Not bad, but I think between the bankers, dentists, and dermatologists, ‘most all the good looking women from around here will be hired on to their floats again this year. We need to try to keep the cost down anyway.”

Horse looked like he was about to explode.

“How about ‘We Recycle’? Folks is into that kinda thing nowadays.”

“That ain’t bad.” Taco Bob made a note. “Anybody else?”

Jones was up again.

“What about Hummer’s? They going to have a float in the parade? Already got plenty of girls. Maybe they could give out some free samples?”

This got everyone’s attention. Taco Bob had to think about it a bit, but something came to him.

“Maybe they could throw some discount coupons to the crowd?”

Pete picked up on it.

“You mean like twenty-percent-off coupons for their Happy Ending Massage?”

Taco Bob wrote it down. Skunk had an idea.

“How about Trapper Tom? That ol’ coot is always showing up anyway with some kinda weird critters an scaring folks. Put him inna parade at least you could keep an eye on him.”

Taco Bob nodded and wrote it down.

“One of the fellas on the committee I talked to on the phone said there’s a chance the Brownsville Ass-Riders Club might make it this year. They got all those donkeys, mules, burros, and jack asses they dress up like little cars for parades.” Taco Bob checked his notes. “Remember the Shiners had those little cars last year, all made up like burros and donkeys and such? Imagine they’ll be there again.”

Skunk was nodding and agreeing. “Yeah, them fellas live for that shit. They hang out in lodges all year drinking and planning how to drive their little cars all squirrelly down the street.”

Jones had a question.

“How about them farmers? They going to be driving all kinds of tractors an’ such?”

Taco Bob took it. “I reckon – mostly pulling floats. Last year they had some lawn tractors, maybe they could have a lawn tractor race after the parade.” He made another note on his pad.

“I got an idea boss.” Horse took his pet possum out of his overalls pocket and held it up. “How about a possum talent contest at the party?”

“Now, Horse. You know Roscoe’s the most talented possum around. Wouldn’t be much of a contest would it?”

Horse just grinned and gave his pet marsupial a few squeezes – just enough for the little possum to fart out the first few notes to Freebird. Taco Bob once again consulted his notes.

“Speaking of the party – besides maybe having lawn-tractor races, there should be the usual things like an arm-wrestling contest, peeing contest, nose-picking contest, and the Willie Nelson look-a-like contest, though I doubt they’ll let Skunk enter that one this year after what happened last year.”

“That was rigged! I swear I ain’t never had roaches in my hair before that day!” A snort-laugh got away from Mumbles. “Did you do that? You sneaky bastard!”

Mumbles ran only a few steps into the front yard before Skunk caught him. While they wrestled in the dirt, Taco Bob continued reading from his list.

“Of course, we’ll have some games and rides set up for the young ‘uns, plus possum races, the possum beauty contest, and then there’s the thing everybody likes best, the thing that has the biggest cash prize and most prestige – the cooking contest.”

Several stomachs growled audibly, and Hop appeared at the doorway. The culinary master dropped a hand into his apron and came up with a small container of possum surprise.

Hop sported a menacing smile and a chuckle right out of a scary movie.

“I leady to go. Let’s wok!”
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Kracker

Buck really liked the way the engine in his new truck growled when he kicked it in the ass. Sure, the big Hemi engine used a lot of gas, but hey, he could afford it. Besides, as owner of the biggest cattle ranch in the area, he needed to make a statement whenever passing through Possum Row. Driving a truck with a fuel bill big enough to feed half the hungry children in a small country was part of that statement.

“Damn shitkickers! Get outta the way!”

Buck romped down on the gas and the big pickup roared around an old stake-body truck carrying a load of possums through town. Ever since the state inspector had determined there wasn’t any Mad Possum Disease the damned possum ranchers were getting in his way again. The way Buck figured it, if someone ran all the possum ranchers out of business, it would make things better for the town – get the streets cleared so cattle trucks and other important vehicles could get around easier.

Of course, they’d be doing something about the road soon enough. Four lanes at least. Probably have to tear down a few old buildings to make room. Good. Things would be changing soon enough for this town and the wetbrain hicks living in it.

Buck whipped the big pickup into a handicapped parking space next to Pedro’s and swaggered inside.

“Pedro, come on over here an’ take a look at this.”

Pedro was in deep negotiations with a weathered old Indian over a big bag of some kind of dried plants. The shopkeeper shoved a tin of tobacco and some crumbled bills into the old man’s hands as if to dismiss him. The old Indian looked like he might protest, but then gave Buck a strange look and left the store. Pedro was smiling.

“Señor Kracker! What can I do for you today?”

Buck was still pondering the look he’d gotten from the old man with skin like tree bark.

“What was that all about?”

“Oh, just another crazy Indian. Can I interest you in some fresh Datura?”

“Does it go with steaks?”

“Oh, yes, spice steaks right up. You’ll love it!”

“Okay. Just sell me enough for a few steaks and I’ll give it a try. You put it in the barbeque sauce?”

“There’s no wrong way for you to use Datura, Señor Kracker.” Pedro lit up a big gold-filled smile as he filled a paper bag.

“Pedro, I got something here for you to look at.”

Even though there wasn’t anyone else in the store, Buck looked around anyway.

“I need me one of these. Actually, it needs to be exactly like this one.” Buck didn’t trust Pedro any further than he could toss a mule, but Pedro was the kind of person he needed to ask about something like this. He took a small jewelry case from his pocket and set it on the counter. Inside was a piece of silk that Buck carefully unfolded to reveal one pearl – one solid black pearl.

A jeweler’s eyepiece appeared in Pedro’s eye, and Buck dropped the pearl into the shopkeeper’s outstretched hand. The unusual pearl got a very thorough inspection.

“This is very nice merchandise, Señor. You are wanting to sell it?”

“Naw. Actually, I’m looking to buy another one like it, exactly like it. That pearl is black as black can be and purty damn rare. I thought a man with your connections might know someone.” Buck let this sink in.

Pedro frowned, then made a careful measurement with a caliper and took a picture of the pearl on a sheet of white paper next to the cap from a black felt-tip pen.

“I might know someone, Señor Kracker, let me make a few calls.”

Pedro gave a big shrug and squinted his eyes, but never took them from the pearl in Buck’s hand.

♦

Buck threw the small paper bag of steak seasoning on the front seat and fired up the big pickup. He hadn’t felt so good in years. Between his investments in South America, bank account in the Caymans, and the cattle ranch outside Possum Row, he was making more money than he could count. Of course, he had everything leveraged to the hilt, but that’s what you had to do these days if you wanted to make the really big money – a concept your typical penny-pinching clodhopper farmer or rancher could never grasp. Buck smiled, knowing this kind of sophisticated thinking is what made him special. And now this sweet deal with the pearl falls in his lap. Buck was on a roll – he stood to make a serious chunk of change off that.

At the last barbeque for the suits with the limo, the main man had taken him aside and asked for his help – a confidential matter. Turns out the executive had a hot young girlfriend on the side, and the wife at home had found out. Seems the wife had always wanted a set of pearl earrings, but not just any pearls: she wanted earrings made from the rarest and most expensive pearls in the world – Malaysian black pearls. The man hoped the pearl earrings would keep him out of divorce court. The wife had some very explicit pictures taken by a private detective, pictures of a nature that could cost the executive his job, as well as his marriage and most of his money.

The man had found only one pearl so far, though – the one in the tiny case now sitting on the dashboard of Buck’s truck. The man had practically begged Buck to find another black pearl and said that money was no object.

While Buck roared down the dusty streets of Possum Row, he picked up the little jewelry box and gave it a kiss. He’d bleed the man for enough money to buy Doc’s place, then flip it for three times the money to the suits. Best part was he’d have to use only enough capital from his Cayman accounts to buy the second pearl. Buck stuffed the box in his jeans pocket.

“God damn but I like dealing with desperate people. Especially rich, desperate people!”

Buck swerved the big truck and popped a rabbit sitting alongside the road. He was laughing so hard he didn’t even notice he’d almost hit a little girl as well.
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Janie

Janie had been staring intently at a footprint in the sand when the big truck swerved and hit the bush she was sitting behind.

Grandmother had taught her how to read sand, but Janie knew now it had also been a lesson in patience. She’d spent untold hours, sometimes even days, studying prints not only in sand, also but in clay, mud, and even on rock. Slowly, ever so slowly, the print would change as the grains of sand dried and moved or were blown by the breeze. Janie wondered sometimes if watching like this for hours at a time was part of the reason people thought she was crazy.

Even in the poor light of dusk Janie knew the print was from the old man as soon as she saw it. She’d just determined the print to be less than an hour old when the truck hit the rabbit and nearly her as well. As the truck’s tire smashed into the bush, she jumped back and twisted her ankle – badly.

The waves of pain made her cry out as she lay on the ground holding her ankle. She had not been hurt so badly in a long time, and the terrible sting of the injury scared her enough to make her cry. She closed her eyes and cried from the pain, then she cried for Grandmother, then she cried because she was scared and so very tired of being alone.

When Janie finally rolled over on her back and opened her eyes, it was nearly dark. Her ankle throbbed and she started to cry again from the pain. But her body sensed something. She sat up fast with a rock in her hand ready to throw with every ounce of strength and fierceness she possessed. Three feet in front of her sat the old man.

“If you will spare me, little hunter, I will try to help you.”

Janie dropped the rock and starting crying again, but this time her tears were different.

35

Pedro

Pedrito – Pedro’s recently paroled nephew – sat on the floor behind the counter a few feet from his uncle, but around the corner, where he was sure his uncle couldn’t see him open the bottle of beer he’d just swiped from the cooler. As he slowly, quietly, turned the bottlecap, he heard someone come into the store and his uncle’s voice.

“Humberto! Que pasa, mi amigo?”

Pedrito peeked around a display rack of cell phone accessories and mouse traps on the counter and saw the big man walking slowly towards his uncle behind the cash register. Hummer looked depressed. Poor Hummer had looked depressed ever since the rumor about the new whorehouse started.

“Hey, Ped.” The current only proprietor of a Possum Row cathouse put his hands palms-down on the counter. “I sure could use a beer.”

Pedro smiled, took two steps to his right, reached behind the counter, and snatched the just-opened bottle of Dos Equis from his nephew.

“Here, try this. On the house.”

Hummer grabbed the bottle and downed half in one swallow.

“Thanks, Ped. The dust, it always makes me thirsty.”

“Oh, don’t thank me. Pedrito will be happy to pay for it out of his next check.”

The frowning young man stood up and started to protest, but then dropped his shoulders and slunk into the back room. Pedro yelled after him.

“Hey! When you get that semi-trailer unloaded, wake up the driver so the next truck can pull in. And leave that damn guitar alone.”

The door opened and a boy of perhaps twelve came into the store with a grimace, a limp, and a wiggling cloth sack he held at arms length. Without saying a word the boy bought a snakebite kit and limped back out with his sack.

The two men looked at one another and shrugged.

Humberto produced an oversized Bowie knife from somewhere in his baggy clothes and started carefully paring at a fingernail.

“When I think about the person who would buy a place on this very street and take business away from my poor sisters and myself, well, I just get a little crazy thinking about it, you know?” A tiny trickle of blood came down Hummer’s thumb. He stabbed the knife into the wooden counter, kicked back the second half of his beer, and licked his thumb. Hummer paused, seeming to consider the taste of his own blood before nodding solemnly and announcing, “Anyway, I need a few things: four loaves of French bread, a big jar of pickled possum feet, and an enema bag. No, that pink one on the bottom. Yeah, that one.” Hummer placed the items into a brown paper bag as Pedro brought each one to the counter. The younger man paid for his purchases.

“What was that big pickup truck I saw leaving here? Was that the man Kracker?” Hummer furrowed his brow for all he was worth. “I am thinking he may be behind this new whorehouse somehow.” Hummer stared at the shopkeeper menacingly as he yanked the big knife out of the counter. Pedro hadn’t seen this side of Humberto in a long time. He let his right hand drop behind the counter to rest on a loaded Uzi.

“Humberto! Mi amigo! You should smile and be happy, or at least be stoned like usual.” The merchant lit up the kind of smile usually reserved for customers questioning the ancient ‘sell-by’ dates on his canned goods. “In fact, I have some fresh Datura.”

“Datura? My uncle took just a tiny bit of that once. He didn’t sleep for three days and then tried to eat a bus. After that we never saw him again.”

“Exactly! Here, take this as a token of my friendship. No charge!”

Hummer seemed hesitant until he found out it was free. He stuck the small plastic bag in his pocket and hurried out of the store.

Pedro watched him go and shook his head slowly. Hummer was right not to trust Kracker. Pedro himself had a bad feeling about the man, but he forgot about all that when he remembered the very profitable phone call he needed to make. He opened his wallet and took out the still-crisp fifty-dollar bill with a phone number written on it in pencil. He made the call, then carefully erased the number.
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Get Ready

It took a lot of hard planning and no small amount of beer, but the Possum Gras Planning Committee got things hammered out enough to give each member of the committee a list of things they were responsible for.

Taco Bob’s list had one of the most important things – making sure Doc’s place would be available and ready for the big party after the parade went through town. Figuring a surprise party was always the best kind – especially when it was the kind of party that was liable to get a bit out of hand and cause problems – Taco Bob avoided Doc’s place and headed for the real estate office instead.

“Afternoon, Dottie.”

“Taco Bob, come on in. What can I do for you?”

The possum rancher had a seat and held his hat in his hands. Possum Row’s most successful realtor sat behind her desk wearing reading glasses and continued to look over some papers.

“Dottie, me and the boys been wanting to have a party for Doc for a while now, and it looks like we might just pull it off. But we need a little help.”

Dottie glanced up for just a second before going back to the papers on her desk.

“A party for Doc? That’s nice of you.”

“Well, like I said, we been wanting to do it for a while, kinda try to do something nice for Doc since he’s always helping folks out and all.”

“I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. You and your men going to have a barbeque out at your place? What’s the name again? The Bar None Ranch?” Dottie looked closer at the document she was reading and made a note on a separate piece of paper.

“That was the name when I bought it. We thought that a mite negative, so we renamed it the Bar Is Open Ranch.”

Dottie underlined something and made another note.

“That’s nice.”

“Anyway, what we had in mind was a surprise for Doc, but not out at the ranch, more like at his place. There’ll be a few hundred people, a giant parade through town, carnival rides, contests of all kinds, fireworks – and if it’s anything like the last Possum Gras – likely a few fights and some small to medium structure and vehicle fires.” Dottie had stopped reading and was staring at her guest over her glasses with her hands flat on the desk and the pencil she’d been chewing on hanging out of her mouth. “We got most of the details for the parade, party, and emergency medical teams worked out, we just need to make sure Doc stays out in California long enough we can get everything ready and make it a big surprise.”

Dottie continued to stare. Finally, the pencil fell from her lip.

“You’re going to have a Possum Gras parade and then a party at Doc’s? And you don’t want him to know about it?” Dottie opened a drawer in the desk, took out a metal flask, and took a quick drink. She spun the top back on the flask and held it up.

“Snort?”

“Well, I – ”

Taco Bob caught the flask and took a drink himself.

Ten minutes later the possum rancher left the real estate office with a smile, a light whiskey glow, and a big check mark next to the first item on his list.

♦

“Turns out Doc was supposed to leave again tomorrow, but got a call this morning and is already on his way to California and won’t be back for at least a few days. So we got that going for us. I enlisted us some help to make sure he comes back at just the right time.”

The possum ranchers were all gathered on the front porch, hanging on every word. Taco Bob tilted back in his chair, looking proud of himself.

“And I picked up a bit of news about Doc’s place.” Everyone leaned in a little closer. “That rumor we been hearing about someone opening another sporting house in town?” Hazel leaned so close he fell of the porch handrail; he lay still on the floorboards so as not to miss a word. “Seems some company’s signed a contract on Doc’s place, a company owned by none other than Buck Kracker.” Everyone looked surprised, except for Mumbles who narrowed his eyes and started a low growl.

“Mhm mnm? Mhm mm!”

“He might try to pull it off, but if I was a betting man, I’d lay odds that big black limo been passing through town has something to do with it. Kracker might be working as middle man on the deal.”

“Mhm mm! Mhm m nmn mhn!” Mumbles made a slow movement across his neck with his index finger. Taco Bob held up a hand.

“Now, Mum. You know how excitable Hummer is. You tell him something like that and he’s liable to do something drastic.”

Mumbles grinned a scary smile while slowly nodding his head. He jumped up and started to run off in the direction of the stable, but Horse grabbed the back of his collar before the smaller man got off the porch. Horse held onto the struggling man and looked at Taco Bob for guidance.

“Horse, you best tie him to a tree until – ”

Just then the call to dinner came clanging from the back of the house and everyone forgot about what they were doing and broke ranks for the dining room.
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Get Set

“Is this thing safe?”

“I reckon, it made it here.”

Doc looked over the pile of rusty metal, cracked rubber, and peeling duct tape sitting in a parking place at the airport. He took a wild guess.

“It’s a truck, right?”

“Skunk Johnson’s pickup, actually. Mine’s kinda loaned out.”

Taco Bob got in, but Doc continued to stand a few feet away, staring.

“Like I said – is it safe?”

“Well, there is a bit of an issue with the brakes.”

Amazingly, the truck started right up. Conscious of the time, Taco Bob leaned back in his seat and kicked open the passenger door for Doc.

“Hop on in, Doc.”

Doc carefully put his bags in the part of the pickup bed not yet rusted through, then climbed in. He noticed the absence of window glass.

“What do you do when it rains?”

“Beats me, I ain’t ever drove this contraption before coming out here to pick you up.” Taco Bob started grinding gears, looking for one that would catch. “Oh, I almost forgot. Doc, if you don’t mind, could you put that concrete block on the rope in back? I think we’re about ready here.” Doc put the block on top of his bags and jumped back in just as something in the transmission caught with a crunch and the truck lurched ahead over several parking curbs before Taco Bob finally got it pointed in the right direction. He’d had some practice on the way to the airport with timing the traffic lights for the least amount of braking, and started making good time heading for Possum Row.

“How’d your visit out there in Hollywood go?”

“The usual, and I don’t want to talk about it.” Doc pointed. “Pull in here and I’ll buy you a beer.”

“Doc, we kinda need to be – ”

Doc reached through the place where the back window would be and tossed the concrete block out. Between the block dragging, some screeching of what was left of the brakes, and a convenient dumpster, Taco Bob was able to stop the old truck not far from the backdoor of a bar on the bad side of Armadillo.

Before they could get inside, a helicopter roared by overhead going in the direction of Possum Row. Doc stopped walking and stared.

“Damn if that don’t look like that helicopter they had at the Gras a few years ago. Remember that? Dropped live possums with little parachutes over the crowd. Who would have thought the possums would try to climb the parachutes?”

“Yeah, that was pretty bad all right. Smashed the hell out of a bunch of cars and put three people in the hospital.” Taco Bob looked at his watch. “Doc, I need to be getting Skunk’s truck back and – ”

Doc reached for the door to the bar.

“You asked me, I’d say you’d be doing the man a favor if you didn’t bring that thing back. Come on inside and let me buy you a beer. I got women problems I need to air out.”

As soon as they got a seat Doc launched into the story of Dottie. He told of the cancelled trip to the Star Trek museum when he’d had to leave town early, her calling him out in California to go on about real estate stuff and to schedule a meeting for that very evening, and most importantly – Doc’s uncertainty of where he stood with her.

The possum rancher listened as patiently and politely as he could under the circumstances. He glanced at his wristwatch.

“It’s two minutes later than the last time you looked at your watch. You need to lighten up, Taco. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so anxious.”

Doc leaned back in his chair and finished a glass of beer, then poured himself another from the pitcher. Taco Bob looked at his watch.

“I gotta visit the facilities.”

As soon as he got in the restroom, Taco Bob pulled out his cell and made a call.

“I got him, but he’s shanghaied me into a bar along the way. In spite of my telling him otherwise, the man seems to think you’re mad at him about something.” The exasperated yelling from the phone caused the possum rancher to take the phone away from his ear for a few seconds. When the yelling stopped, some instructions followed. Taco Bob headed back to join his friend.

“Doc, we gotta get on over to the Row. Skunk called while I was in the can and said there’s someone at your place needs to see you.”

“That so? Who?” Doc frowned and studied his glass of beer. “Probably someone wanting to borrow money. Oh, what the hell, let’s go. I could use a nap anyway, I never seem to sleep right in California.”

As soon as they got the truck going again Doc sat back in his seat and started working on his usual post-Hollywood foul mood. Before long they were coming up on the outskirts of Possum Row.

“If the sale of my place goes through maybe I’ll build a new place like I’ve been talking about. Something different, some kind of house this town hasn’t ever seen before. Possum Row could use some shaking up, anyway. I never lived in a place so stuck on keeping everything the same. There’s never any changes, never anything new, and there damn sure aren’t ever any surprises. Though I got to admit, they may be onto something about not wanting changes.”

Taco Bob drove around the big bank building on the corner just then and slammed into a stack of hay bales placed conveniently in the middle of the road. Dozens of colorful parade floats blocked their way, and hundreds of people cheered when they saw the pickup hit the hay bales. The crowd surged toward the old truck and carried Doc to the first float, which had ‘We Love Doc!’ written in gardenia blossoms across the front. A flabbergasted Doc Seymour was deposited on a king’s throne in the middle of the float to renewed cheers from the crowd. Besides the throne, thousands of flowers, and Doc, the only other thing on the float was a giant white cardboard box tied with a pink ribbon. At the crowd’s urging, Doc tore open the box and a beautiful, smiling woman dressed like an angel jumped into his arms – Dottie.

A drum major blew a whistle and the Screaming Pocket Gophers Marching Band launched into a rousing rendition of the theme from Jaws. The float lurched forward, sending Doc stumbling back onto the throne. Dottie jumped onto his lap and gave him a long kiss, which started the crowd cheering yet again.
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Possum Parade

It was a beautiful early spring day for a parade. An intriguing combination of smells from the flowers, cotton candy, tractor fumes, and horse manure floated lazily in the air. Overhead the sky shined bright and clear, except for one small helicopter pulling a Dominos Pizza banner and a few dozen patient buzzards.

The street through the small town of Possum Row was filled with colorful floats, marching bands, horses, funny cars, odd animals, and odd people. The crowd along the road cheered, laughed, and sang. Children and adults alike clamored for the candies, prizes, and strings of beads thrown from the floats.

While Doc and Dottie waved from the lead float, Taco Bob joined up with some of the other possum ranchers on their float. Since the theme of their float had turned out to be ‘Recycle Roadside’ the possum ranchers wore their traditional ranching clothes and threw crushed beer cans, dented hubcaps, pieces of tire recaps, and dried roadkill to the perplexed crowd.

The bankers once again had the biggest and fanciest float, pulled by a brand-new shiny tractor and featured overweight men in expensive suits and pretty women dressed like lingerie models who threw handfuls of shiny replica silver dollars and thousands of credit card applications to the enthusiastic throng. A sign on the dentist’s float announced their theme to be, ‘Giving Back to the Community’. The float featured a giant tooth waving to the crowd and a handful of dentists surrounded by several shapely women in skimpy nurse outfits tossing real teeth to the shocked parade-goers lining the dusty street.

Horse and several others in their traditional possum-rancher attire walked along in the parade, grinning and waving and throwing candies to the crowd. A giant parade balloon nearly twenty feet long and shaped like a possum was tied to the big man’s belt.

Because of a special town ordinance Trapper Tom rarely came into town and spent most of his time at his fire-spotter tower out in the badlands. But he was allowed to come to town once a year for the Gras. As usual, he had pockets full of snakes and toads, clothes made from poorly tanned animal hides, Einstein hair, and B.O. that could peel paint off a battleship.

This year, instead of sneaking around through the crowd scaring people, he marched in the parade – scaring people. Skunk Johnson jumped off the possum float and ran up to the crusty old trapper, who was bent over in the middle of the street poking a stick around in a steaming pile of fresh horse manure.

“Yo, Trapper. You looking for something in particular? Or are you just enjoying the view?”

The cagey old guy gave Skunk a hard look.

“Yer that ant digger, ain’t ya? I never did like you.”

“Well, you ain’t exactly on my Christmas wish-list neither. I was just gonna say, if’n you don’t move yer bony old ass, that float there’s gonna run flat over you.”

The old man stood his ground and started to say something else, but Skunk dragged him out of the way of the cattleman’s float just in time. The old codger looked at the huge float and then at Skunk.

“I reckon you done saved me, young fella. Code of the West says now I gotta follow you around everwhere for the rest of my life so I can save you some day and get us squared up.” Skunk noticed a really bad smell that for once wasn’t coming from him.

“That ain’t really necessary. Just knowing I done my good deed for the decade is thanks enough for me.”

“Well then, let me at least give you this here as a token of my heart-felt appreciation.”

Trapper Tom stuck the wet end of his manure-probing stick in Skunk’s hand and scurried back to his place in the parade just in time to fling a few pieces of candy to a couple of little kids and a generous handful of small horned toads and lizards to a group of giggling teen-aged girls talking on their cell phones.

Skunk tossed the stick onto the cattleman’s float, wiped his hand on his shirt, and noticed a person about his height in the crowd dressed like a possum. The costume was not at all unusual at a Possum Gras, but the ten foot long string of firecrackers trailing behind was. The person in the possum costume saw Skunk looking and gave him the finger.

♦

Buck Kracker was not happy about his cattleman’s float being so close to the end of the parade. There’d been a delay due to some problems with getting his prize bull – Widowmaker – to hold still so his cowboys could secure a rope around his neck. By the time the enraged bull was tied to the center of the float and the paramedics had carried off one of the cowboys, Buck had lost his place up towards the front.

Buck wasn’t sure if it was the lingering aftereffects of the steak sauce he’d eaten a couple of days earlier, or the eye-crossingly bad smell coming from somewhere, but he suspected he was hallucinating. He kept seeing several sets of beady eyes looking out from the pockets of the old man walking in front of his float, and Buck didn’t like it. He shook his head hard, then took a long drink from a bottle of French champagne before going back to throwing things to the crowd.

“Susie, you sweet thing, slide me another box of steaks over here. Thanks, sugarpuss.”

Before going back to throwing steaks to the crowd, Buck made a quick grope at the young woman he’d hired from the model agency. Susie decided that was it and told Kracker where he could shove the box of steaks before she bailed off the float. Kracker shrugged to one of the nervous cowboys in charge of holding Widowmaker.

“Must be a lesbian!”

Kracker grabbed a two-pound ribeye and slung it hard at the crowd lining the street. The big steak hit a kid square in the face and knocked him out of his wheelchair. The cowboys all busted out laughing, and one gave the thumbs up.

“Nice shot, boss!”

After Kracker got his laughter under control he noticed deputy Raddick’s horse easing over real close to his float and checking out the impressive undercarriage on his bull.

“Raddick, what the hell’s wrong with your horse?”

“Damned if I know. Come on Joel, leave that bull alone!”

Next was the float from Hummer’s, all made up like a movie set from Gone With the Wind. A sign on the front proclaimed their theme for the year to be: “Bringing up the Rear, But Never in the Rear!” When word spread about the coupons the girls on the float were tossing to the crowd, a small stampede of men broke out running towards the last float in the parade.

Things were going smoothly until someone dressed like a possum tossed a long string of lit firecrackers under the already angry bull riding on the cattleman’s float.
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Mayor

The parade eventually culminated at Doc’s place as planned. As soon as the floats stopped moving, the mayor jumped up on the lead float and crowned Doc and Dottie as King and Queen of the Possum Gras. This honor came with not only lovely handcrafted tinfoil crowns, but the mayor also presented Doc with the Key to the City – which was attached with a wire to a short length of lumber and looked suspiciously like the restroom key from the Sunoco gas station down the street. Doc grinned while holding the key and board triumphantly over his head and the crowd went wild.

Over the years Doc had come to be more of a part of Possum Row than even he knew. He’d been so busy with his work, he hadn’t realized how much he’d grown to know the town and its occupants. And Doc also wasn’t aware that the diverse community of oddballs and malcontents had one thing in common – they were all nearly consumed with the desire to do something nice for him. And after the parade, they were all in Doc’s yard, ready to party.

There was all manner of carnival rides, food stalls, game tables, and souvenir stands set up on the spacious grounds surrounding Doc’s house. Hundreds of people, many of them in costume, had come from far and wide to join in the festivities celebrating the meek and unassuming marsupial. The air began to fill with a pleasing assortment of food smells while kids and dogs chased each other through the happy throng. The perfect weather held, and everyone was looking forward to having a great time.

Surprisingly, the only non bull-related business for the paramedics at that point was one dentist – knocked unconscious by a large molar returned with a slingshot – and several teen-aged girls who’d fainted.

The only real damage to the town was from Widowmaker’s short but destructive rampage. The firecrackers caused the giant bull to quickly dispense with the rope around his neck and several of Buck Kracker’s cowboys before jumping off the cattleman’s float and running through the town china shop.

As the floats were parked around back, Mayor Burke slithered up on the stage in front of Doc’s house and stepped up to the podium. After some microphone static and screeching feedback, the mayor started in. He held his speech in one hand as the other hand dropped down behind the podium.

“I want to welcome y’all to Possum Row, the Dust Capital of Texas!” A mighty cheer erupted from the assembled celebrants. “Once again we’re gathered here to pay homage to the humble possum, and I’m mighty proud to announce that the theme of this year’s Possum Gras is ‘We Love Doc!’” An even bigger cheer sprang up from the crowd as Doc blushed and waved. “And, as most folks know, this is the perfect opportunity for me to make a nice, long political speech.” A collective groan issued itself from the head-shaking multitude. “But, as residents of Possum Row are well aware, there’s a town ordinance against political speeches.” Another rousing cheer sprang up. “So, instead, I’m just going to encourage y’all to enjoy the contests, shows, rides, and especially the food!”

This got the crowd cheering and waving their arms in the air once again. The mayor turned over the paper he clutched tightly in one hand.

“This year we got fried, baked, boiled, broiled, barbecued, steamed, and sautéed possum. There’s possum chili, possum loaf, possum stew, possum casserole, possum salad, possum-on-a-stick, possum jerky, possum fondue, possum flambé, possum sandwiches, possum newberg, possum tacos, and possum an’ dumplings. And if you still got room after all that, there’s possum pie, possum shortcake, and even fresh-churned possum ice cream!”

And with that everyone cheered heartily one last time before breaking ranks for the booths and tables set up in Doc’s yard.

Doc himself was beaming. He strolled the grounds of his home enjoying the delicious smells of gourmet delights wafting through the air while friends and strangers alike greeted him warmly and wished him well. With Dottie radiant, and by his side, Doc couldn’t have been happier.

“Dot, this is so cool! I may have to pinch myself or at least count my fingers to make sure this isn’t just a dream.” Dottie, resplendent in her crinkly, cleavage-conscious angel costume, took Doc by the hand in front of a booth selling beer milkshakes and gave him the kind of kiss that could make a man’s knees go weak. Doc steadied himself and grinned big.

“Well, if I am dreaming, it’s fine with me!”

Doc then gave Dot the kind of smooth, enveloping hug that could easily get out of control, just as a group of eye-rolling, gum-popping teen-aged girls walked by. All had cell phones to their ears, some with one on each ear. The alpha of the group glanced over. “Oh. My. Gawd. I mean, like, get a room, you two!” The girls giggled off, and after a brief blush the happy couple headed for the food tables. A swaggering Buck Kracker intercepted them.

“Welcome back, Doc.” Doc got a knuckle-popping handshake from the big cattleman, who then tipped his hat to the angelic realtor. “You got those papers ready like you said, so we can close the deal on this place?”

Dottie looked at her watch. “Mr. Bean from the title company should be at my office any minute. If you two gentleman are ready we can walk over there now. It should only take a few minutes to close.”

Buck produced an envelope. “I got the cashier’s check right here.”

Fifteen minutes later Doc and Dottie were back at the Gras watching Buck Kracker strutting towards his truck with the closing papers for Doc’s house still in his hand and grinning like a Cheshire cat. Doc had become hesitant at the last minute. After all, he was selling his home of several years, and to a man he didn’t at all care for. But he’d looked at the check in his hand several times on the way back to the party and started doing some big-time smiling of his own.

“Sure are a lot of zeros on that check, Dot. This is more than enough to build the house I told you about.”

She gave his arm a little squeeze and showed off a big smile of her own.

“Well, you got the full listed price plus Buck picked up most of the closing fees. I’d say you came out just fine.”

“And you got your commission.”

That got him a big wink. “I’d say we both did just fine.” She took Doc’s hand and gave it a squeeze while looking towards the parking area. Kracker was talking on his cell phone and walking back from locking the papers in his truck. The big man snapped his phone shut and grinned hard.

“Pleasure doing business with you, Miss Dottie. I’m sure I’m really going to like my new place here.” He gave the lady a lewd wink and strutted off. A cloud of concern passed over Doc’s face, and Dot shook her head.

“I’m sure curious about what Buck thinks he’s going to do with the place. From what I’ve heard about Humberto – ”

Just then Pedro’s nephew signaled for his Kiss tribute band to start in on their signature rendition of ‘Rock and Roll All Night’. The crowd cheered wildly and the party was underway.

40

Possum Gras

Taco Bob was standing next to the stage with One-Eyed Pete and sipping a beer when Pedrito’s band started to play. The two men stepped away from the stage so they might still have some of their hearing left for their golden years.

“Damn, Pete, them boys sure are loud.”

“No doubt. Got the costumes down pretty good, though I don’t remember the original Kiss having a saxophone and three trumpets.”

“Me neither. That fella dressed like Dracula spitting blood on the crowd sure can belt out a tune on those castanets though.”

Taco Bob took a contented sip on his cold beer.

“Parade went well, and Doc sure looked happy as a clam up on that float.”

“No doubt, T.B. Except for that one li’l incident, things are going just fine so far.”

“You know, I didn’t even know Possum Row had a china shop.”

“Well, it don’t anymore.”

Before the two men could get any further along on their running commentary, a gunshot rang out, then another. Within seconds nearly every person at the Possum Gras was taking cover and holding a gun. There would have been even more armed revelers except for a long-standing and highly controversial town ordinance against anyone under six years old carrying a firearm in public.

After a few seconds the two men slowly stood up and looked around cautiously.

“Pete, you seen Deputy Raddick?”

“I heard he had to go pick someone up at the airport.”

Taco Bob was about to go around back to see what the shooting was about when he saw Buck Kracker swaggering his way. The possum rancher slipped his pistol back under his belt when he noticed Kracker’s swagger included a limp.

“Buck, someone shoot you?”

“Me? Shit no. Some crazy bastard in a possum costume came up to me mumbling some kind of wild-ass stuff, then grabbed my leg. I got off a couple of shots.”

Pete tensed up, and Taco Bob managed a tight-lipped smile as his hand slowly worked back towards his own gun.

“Did you hit the fella dressed like a possum?”

“Nah, missed. He was biting my foot something fierce and it threw off my aim. Last I seen he was running flat-out through the tall scrub and laughing like crazy.”

The two possum ranchers relaxed a couple of notches. Taco Bob started to say something else, but just then a pudgy, half-drunk cowboy stumbled up to Kracker.

“Bossman! You got to haul ass over to the food court right now! That damn French chef you hired for the cooking contest done got his panties in a bunch over something and you better get over there pronto!”

Buck Kracker had a pained look, then a strained smile for his employee.

“Chuck, you must mean Anatole? The ranch cook who’s been with us for a while now, right?”

“Uh, yeah, Mr. Kracker. That one.”

Kracker headed off, leaving the two possum ranchers to watch him swaggering and limping towards the cooking contest while yelling at his cowboy and giving him a couple of pops in the head. Pete spit some tobacco on the ground.

“That’s one mean sumbitch. I’d sure like to – ”

“Now, Pete, remember what I said. I’m sure things will work out on their own with that man without us having to stoop to his level.”

One-Eyed Pete looked far from convinced, but shrugged and suggested they cruise the food stalls. They eased through the crowd and found Skunk standing by the salad booths, finishing off a beer milkshake. Taco Bob had to ask.

“Skunk, them things any good?”

“Damn sure are! Doc’s the one turned me onto ‘em. He swears by ‘em.” Skunk issued a long, contented belch. “You wanna try something damn sure enough good, you should try that possum loaf flambé. It’s so good I started speed-eating an’ about beat my brains out with my tongue!”

“I’ll take your recommendations under advisement. However, I was thinking of a light salad to start with.”

Pete noticed a good-looking young woman buying a possum t-shirt and wandered off in that direction while Taco Bob and Skunk eased towards Trapper Tom’s organic salad booth. The ant farmer pointed to a big jar half-filled with green crinkly things.

“I’m afraid to ask.”

The old trapper lit up a grin for his prospective customers, pulled the top off the jar, and stuck his hand in.

“Them’s worms from Tequila bottles. Save ‘em up all year.” He popped a couple of big ones in his mouth. Though crusty by any comparison, Old Tom was generally a decent-mannered person who only talked with his mouth full on certain occasions – unfortunately, this was one of them. “Go great with salad.” He held the jar out to the two men who both declined. “Hey, don’t knock it if you ain’t tried it.”

Taco Bob was looking a little green himself. “Don’t worry, I won’t do either.” He looked up at the sign on the booth.

“Says here smoked South Texas squirrel heads on a bed of Romaine lettuce liberally garnished with green onions, mushrooms, and little blue rubber bands.”

The possum rancher tried to position himself upwind from the still chewing old trapper while peering at the salads on display. Taco Bob motioned to Skunk.

“This looks interesting. What kind of mushrooms you reckon those are?”

Skunk stepped over for a closer look as the old trapper served up a couple of salads to a soccer mom from Armadillo.

“Taco, them ain’t mushrooms.”
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Kracker

After Buck got his prissy ringer-cook calmed down over at the cooking contest, he found a place to sit down. He peeled his sock back to inspect the set of perfect tooth prints deep in his Achilles tendon.

“Jumping Jesus, but that little fella bit me a good one.”

Buck checked and reloaded his .45 automatic. The big cattleman didn’t like being bit, and he didn’t like mysteries either. “Whoever that was, I get me another chance I won’t miss!”

And that wasn’t the only mystery he had to deal with. Just a couple of days earlier he’d been off to Armadillo to meet the head limo guy and return the first pearl. When he got back to the ranch, one of his housemaids told him two men from the gas company had been there to fix a problem with the water heater. Buck didn’t like that one bit – especially when he found out they’d checked the whole house before they left to make sure there weren’t any other problems. His domestic help were all illegals and mighty cheap, but dumber than dirt at times. They didn’t realize Buck’s ranch house was all electric – it didn’t have gas.

A shadow came over his sore foot just as he gave it a test probe with a finger. Buck looked up to find Chuck again.

“Bossman, Frenchy says for you to come taste his vittles now. Looks like the judges are about to start their rounds.”

Buck’s cellphone rang. He checked the number, hoping it was Mr. Blackstone. He’d done the deal the day before to get the man’s other pearl. He didn’t like the swarthy cab driver he’d had to meet out by the airport, and he damn sure didn’t like the amount of cash he’d had to hand over for the second pearl. He did like the pearl though. As far as he could tell it was an exact match of the first one, and Mr. Blackstone hadn’t even flinched when Buck told him what it was going to cost him.

But it wasn’t Blackstone – it was Buck’s lawyer. Buck liked his lawyer about as much as he liked de-worming cattle, but the over-priced bastard had managed to keep the IRS off his back. Whatever it was, Buck was sure it could wait. He’d call him back later.

Buck called Mr. Blackstone and left another message, he was anxious to tell the man he not only had the other pearl, but Doc’s place as well. Buck had used money from his Cayman accounts to buy the second pearl and Doc’s place, but he didn’t want to take any more out. He had both the ranch and his South American scheme leveraged to the max and the offshore money was his ace in the hole. He liked having the Cayman accounts no lower than a nice even five mil. Money like that could go a long way to take care of anything or anyone that gave him problems. And after him and Mr. Blackstone took care of business, Buck would be making another nice fat deposit in the Cayman account. He was so preoccupied with thinking about money while walking over to the cooking-contest area that he bumped into one of the locals and almost knocked him down. The man came around angry.

“Hey! What the –?”

It was just the smelly guy called Skunk – the one who dug holes and called himself an ant farmer. Buck just ignored him and kept going, but there was a break in the loud music just as Skunk yelled. “Hey, watch where you’re going, Butt Crack!”

Buck froze in his tracks. No one had ever dared to call him that before – not out loud, and certainly not in public. When he turned around, several anxious faces were looking his way, and the damn ant farmer was grinning.

“Care to make a little wager this afternoon, Mr. Crack?”

Buck decided there were too many witnesses for him to just shoot the annoying little bastard. Then he remembered the card game and all the money he’d won from the wiry little shit.

“What you got in mind, Skunk?” Buck couldn’t come up with a suitable abusive name for someone already known as ‘Skunk’, so he just added a sneer each time he said the man’s name. “Care to play a little poker, Skunk?”

“Nope, got something a lot easier – and it won’t take long neither.” Skunk gave the big cattleman a sideways look as he pulled out a cigarette. The crowd around them grew.

“I’ll bet I can light this here cigarette, take three good puffs, and it won’t be no shorter than it is right now.” Buck looked at the cigarette, then at the scroungy ant digger, then at Chuck standing off to the side and circling a finger around his ear to show his boss what he thought of Skunk’s state of mind. Buck thought again about how easily he’d cheated the fool at cards, and allowed himself the start of a smile.

“What kinda bet we taking about here, partner?”

Skunk walked over to where Pedro was talking to a tall person wearing about the poorest excuse for a possum costume Buck had ever seen. Pedro whispered something to Skunk and the little man marched back over to within a few feet of Buck and thrust the hand holding the cigarette into the air.

“Ten thousand dollars!” There was a collective gasp from the still growing crowd. “I got me a backer!” Skunk pointed to Pedro. The Gras had gone quiet as even the band was now anxiously looking on from the stage.

Buck huddled with several of his cowboys who were still sober enough to stand. They all agreed with their boss – the man was nuts.

“Show me the money and you’re on, ant-digger!”

Pedro adjusted the bandoleers across his chest and dug into a money belt. He didn’t put the money in Skunk’s outstretched hand, though, instead he gave it to Taco Bob for safekeeping. Skunk shrugged and started grinning again.

“Let’s see some money, Crack.” Buck didn’t have that kind of money on him, or anywhere else handy at the moment, but he did have something. He pulled out the plastic bag from his front pocket.

“How about a genuine Malaysian Black Pearl?” There was another, even bigger, gasp from the crowd. Buck had paid a hellava lot more than ten Gs for the pearl, but this was a sure thing.

Taco Bob took the pearl and let Pedro have a look. When Pedro finished a quick inspection with his jeweler’s eyepiece, he gave Buck a smile that the cattle rancher didn’t like at all. Taco Bob held up the money and pearl and repeated the terms of the bet to the now hushed and attentive crowd.

Someone put a stool in front of Skunk, who then stepped up so everyone could get a better look. He held his hands over his head and turned completely around once, holding the cigarette in one hand and a lighter in the other.

Buck saw it then, but it wasn’t too late.

“Hold on there!” He motioned to one of his cowboys. “Give me a cigarette!” The cattle rancher traded cigarettes with Skunk, who had stopped grinning. Buck wondered how many years of digging up anthills it was going to take the little shit to pay Pedro back. “Okay, smart guy, let’s see it now.”

Skunk looked worried, and now Buck was the one grinning.

The little man held up the cigarette and lighter, turned slowly once again, and fired up the lighter. You could’ve heard a pin drop as Skunk put the filter end in his mouth and slowly, carefully, brought the lighter closer. Buck watched in horror as Skunk put the flame to the side of the cigarette – not the end – and inhaled deeply.

Three puffs of smoke floated up. Skunk took the cigarette from his mouth and held it up so Buck and everyone else could see the cigarette was indeed still the same length. The crowd went crazy, cheering and laughing. Buck made a lunge for the grinning little man, but Skunk sidestepped him and flipped the still-lit cigarette into his face. Buck howled from the burn and humiliation as Skunk ran laughing through the crowd.
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Chef

While the band played a snappy Fleetwood Mac song, everyone at Possum Gras was eating, drinking, singing, laughing, and generally having a great time – everyone except Buck, who began muttering to himself as he limped towards the cooking contest.

“Buck! Buck Kracker!” Buck turned and saw the tall person wearing the lousy possum costume waving at him. Buck started back, but stopped when he saw what looked like the small possum who’d bit him earlier sniffing the tall possum. The little possum stopped sniffing and bit the tall one on the leg. Buck didn’t have time for this nonsense. He ignored the screams and again limped off to check on his expensive cook.

Expensive indeed, but Buck figured well worth it. This guy had won every major cooking contest in New Orleans in the past five years. Buck’d had to pay the snotty poof up front, but first place in the cooking contest was a lock with this guy. Winning the most prestigious event in the county would go a long ways to help re-inflate his bruised ego and rebuild his self-importance.

“Monsieur Kracker, you are ready to taste now, no?”

Buck looked into the bowl the fancy chef was proudly displaying, then leaned down for a good long sniff before taking a step back from the table. The stuff looked a little weird but smelled like heaven. Chef Anatole reached for a small plate to serve up a sample.

Just then Buck heard a loud, chopped cry and turned. A wild girl with crazy eyes and wearing animal furs was beside him, screaming gibberish and pointing at him. Buck had had about enough. He turned so he could deliver a good backhand just as the skinny girl reared back and threw a fist-sized rock that hit him right between the legs.

Buck went down with a low groan. The girl grabbed the big bowl off the table and got about two steps before several cowboys grabbed her and eventually managed to pry her fingers off the bowl. She bit Chuck on the arm and squirted away. Several cowboys started after her, but held up when they saw her slip behind an old Indian man also wearing animal furs. The cowboys were drunk enough not to be afraid of much, but the intense eyes on the old man touched something deep inside that stopped them in their tracks. They unanimously decided to check on Buck before going to look for someone to pick on – preferably someone far away from the creepy old Indian.

♦

Janie’s ankle was nearly healed, but she still wasn’t fast enough to get away from the men when she had the big food bowl. She barely had time to drop some of the powder into the bowl before it was taken away from her.

♦

“Jesus-on-a-Stick, but that hurts!” Buck stood carefully, holding himself while his chef fussed over the rescued bowl of gourmet cuisine. Anatole swore eloquently in French, then sniffed and stirred before finally putting just a tiny bit onto a plate for Buck to try.
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Nurse Monia

Everyone sampling the food around the cooking-contest tables was generous with their compliments and approving burps, but you rarely heard anyone cough. Two years earlier a cowboy almost choked to death while eating a plate of filet steaks. Luckily for the cowboy, a nearby stranger ran over and administered the Heimlich maneuver. Even luckier for the nearby stranger, the town nurse – a truly drop-jaw gorgeous young lady named Monia – saw this heroic deed and was so overcome with admiration and appreciation that she took the stranger home with her for a home cooked meal, a massage, and an all-night hump. Word spread quickly among the local bachelors, as the stunning nurse was not known to be free with her affections.

Taco Bob stood by Hop and had just stifled a cough – and just in time.

“Howdy, Taco Bob!”

“Howdy, Nurse Monia.”

Taco Bob tipped his hat towards the dazzling smile momentarily aimed his way as the nurse and her entourage passed by. As usual, several eager young men trailed Nurse Monia. They were all carrying large stuffed animals they’d spent small fortunes winning for her at the games of chance. The young men were all very determined to win her favor – and that’s why everyone was very careful not to make any kind of choking or even coughing sound for fear a burly young man might run up and throw a bear-hug on them and smash a clenched fist into their sternum a few times. More than once a hiccup or a single cough from a chili pepper had resulted in a cracked rib.

With the judging for the cooking contest about to begin, Taco Bob was accompanied by nearly the full contingent of possum ranchers at Hop’s table. They all breathed carefully or held their breath until the nurse and her suitors had passed safely by. Several of the possum ranchers were in costume, but most wore their best ranching clothes. They were to a man all in top form; it’s amazing what a lack of money for drinking and carousing – coupled with hard work, clean air, and healthy food – can do to a man.

Skunk sauntered up.

“Hop, you want me to try that Possum Surprise, see if it’s any good?”

Since Hop ignored Skunk while continuing to taste and add minute bits of ingredients, Taco Bob decided to take it.

“Better leave him alone, Skunk. He says he’s almost got it ready, just needs a little more of his secret ingredient. Hazel rode back to the ranch to get it a while ago.” Taco Bob looked at his watch. “He should be back by now.”

Skunk looked down the row of tables. “Better be quick about it then, them judges is working their way down the line!”

Everyone looked, and sure enough the judges had started judging. Taco Bob looked at his watch again.

“Jones, run on around back where the horses are and see if you can find Hazel.” Jones nodded once and lit out at a full run.

Taco Bob looked at his watch again, then down towards Buck Kracker standing in front of his table holding a plate, about to take a bite of something. The possum ranchers knew about Kracker cheating with the fancy imported cook, but had a world of faith in Hop.

It had been a hard year for everyone on the ranch, and Taco Bob truly hopped Hop would win the cooking contest. He figured the man could use some recognition, not to mention the thousand-dollar prize.

Jones was back suddenly – pointing excitedly and so out of breath he couldn’t speak.

♦

“This one here is for three points and the game, boys!” Chuck took another slug off the bottle of Dom, wiped his jowly face with the back of his hand, and set his feet. He focused his piggy eyes on his target, took two steps, and kicked the little man on the ground so hard the man rolled over twice. A big cheer came from the assembled cowboys. Someone said something about getting Buck so he could join in on the fun, but that idea was soon forgotten when everyone started kicking the man on the ground at once and raising a cloud of dust. They stopped, though, and looked up when they heard the sound of running feet. As the dust cleared, the only thing the cowboy’s saw was the hard eyes and stony faces of several possum ranchers standing there rolling up their shirtsleeves.

As spokesman for the assembled group of Buck Kracker’s cowboys, Chuck summed it up with one word.

“Oops!”
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Judges

Possum Gras was really rocking, and everyone was feeling mighty fine – even Buck. The first bite was the best thing he’d ever eaten. It was so good he even forgot about his sore foot and bruised privates. He went for another bite just as the judges showed up, Mayor Burke leading the way.

“Let’s see what you got here, Buck. Whatever it is, it damn sure smells good!”

Several of the judges sniffed and nodded approvingly as the pride of New Orleans stirred and smiled and served.

Buck swallowed and stepped back to give the judges some room. Just as Mayor Burke took a bite, Buck let loose a little fart that he realized too late was considerably more than a fart. Everyone looked around for the origin of the sudden bad smell. A little kid in a wheelchair behind Buck was the first to start laughing and pointing at the dark stain spreading down the back of Buck’s pants.

The big cattle rancher limped wildly for the only close-by portable toilet. His path took him through a cluster of teenage girls who shrieked momentarily before pointing and giggling and pulling out cell phones.

Mayor Burke stopped laughing long enough to wolf down a few bites of the Kracker Ranch entry. His eyes went wide. The mayor dropped his plate on the ground and ran for the portable toilet while loosening his belt. Buck was still inside yelling for someone to go to Pedro’s store and get him a new pair of jeans and some underwear. Burke tried the locked door, then took out a large handgun and shot the lock off. The Mayor reached inside and snatched the startled Buck out of the toilet and planted himself on the seat in one smooth movement. It was an impressive maneuver for the growing crowd to witness – and almost in time.

♦

Everyone who wasn’t already looking, turned when they heard Burke’s gun. Skunk stood on his toes next to Taco Bob and Hop, trying to see over the crowd.

“Is that my ol’ buddy Butt Crack laying there in the dirt with his britches around his ankles?”

Taco Bob, being taller, had a better view. “Sure is. He’s getting up now. Looks like he must have been swimming in some cold water real recently.” A fresh round of hysterical laughing and pointing broke out from the teenage girls.

As a red-faced Buck Kracker pulled up his soiled pants and headed across the street for Pedro’s store, the remaining judges set down their untouched plates and started walking towards Hop’s table – the last entry in the cooking contest. Skunk bumped Taco Bob on the arm.

“Here they come.”

A quick look around detected no sign of Hazel or any of the other possum ranchers. Hop looked worried as he whispered to Taco Bob.

“Not enough Seclet Ingledient! No win!”

The first judge smiled big and sniffed the bowl of Possum Surprise.

“Let’s try us a little of this here!”

Hop, Skunk, and Taco Bob scanned the area one last time before Hop dished up a sample for each judge.

♦

The recipe for Possum Surprise had been handed down for generations in Hop’s family. Of course, only the best, Grade-A possum was used for the multi-stage process that involved marinating, tenderizing, cooking in a pit for three days, cutting in chunks, grinding, sautéing, and rubbing in spices before cooking in a pit for another three days. The final step involved hours of stirring, flaking, and fluffing before adding the Secret Ingredient.

Hop had sampled along each step of the way and slept little during the long cooking process. He wasn’t sure if the hallucinations he was experiencing were from stress, lack of sleep, or taking too much Secret Ingredient himself. As the judges thoughtfully nibbled and murmured among themselves, Hop stared beyond the crowd and watched as an old Indian man and a small, thin girl turned into coyotes and disappeared right before his eyes.

♦

The band took a break, and the crowd around Hop’s table got so quiet the only sound was the judges smacking their lips and some unpleasant noises coming from the direction of the portable toilet.

The biggest of the judges put his plate down, belched mightily, and looked at the others.

“Well, boys, the Animal Cracker and Anchovy Pizza from the Tongue ‘n Groove Ranch has been the hands-down favorite so far, but I think this here entry by the Bar Is Open Ranch is even better!” There was a unanimous and hearty nodding of heads as all the judges held their plates out to the dazed-looking Chinaman for a second helping. A big cheer rose from the crowd, which now included several possum ranchers with bruised knuckles and big smiles.

45

The Only Lawyer in Possum Row

Pedrito’s band launched into a set of catchy Mexican dance tunes and the Gras was again jumping as Buck Kracker hobbled back from across the street wearing stiff new jeans that pinched his aching privates with every step. He put his cell phone away and pondered the call from his housekeeper Maria. While dusting, she’d found a tiny camera in the curtains of the room he used as an office. She said the camera was pointed at his computer.

Buck decided this needed some serious thought, and had just remembered the men from the gas company when he was distracted by a group of possum ranchers singing and laughing while marching around the Gras with that Chinese cook on their shoulders grinning a big yellow-toothed grin. When he saw Buck, the small man flipped him the finger, then pulled out a little Chinaman pecker and shook it at the cattleman while laughing like a complete crazy person. Buck had not wanted to shoot someone so badly in a long time. But the group of wired-up possum ranchers strutting around the Gras holding up the laughing cook were now all looking at him with menacing eyes. Buck went off in a different direction hoping to find his cook.

Buck didn’t see Anatole anywhere, figured the man was probably on his way back to New Orleans. He didn’t see any of his men either. This gave him an idea.

“Think I’ll take me a little drive. Do something I should have done a long time ago.” He headed for the parking lot, figuring with everyone at the Gras it might be the perfect time to take a drive and rekindle the old Wild West tradition of burning out anyone you didn’t particularly like. That’s when he saw the biting possum running away from the parking area.

Buck pulled his gun and was about to take aim when he heard a loud pop and then saw a fireball. His oversized, deluxe pickup truck was still parked by itself on the small rise so everyone could see it and feel envious, except now it was totally engulfed in flames.

♦

Doc and Dottie had been sitting on the side deck of Doc’s house watching the festivities. They had to turn their chairs a little for a better view of the truck fire. Doc spread a little Possum Surprise on a cracker for Dottie, who took a bite and nodded her approval. Doc had been smiling since the start of the parade, and was still smiling. He looked towards the parking lot, then waved Pedro over. Pedro was talking to a reporter from the Possum County Picayune. Pedro pointed to the area around the back of the house before leaving the reporter and joining Doc and Dottie on the elevated deck.

“Señor Doc! Señorita Dottie! It is a wonderful Gras, no?”

The lady realtor had gone dreamy-eyed and oblivious to everything except the small bowl of Possum Surprise which she was now shoveling into her mouth while moaning with pleasure. Doc looked back at Pedro and tried to ignore the highly distracting amorous sounds coming from Dottie.

“It sure is, Ped. We had that big fight earlier and I’d say that fire just about makes it a complete Gras experience. Has anyone been shot yet?”

Just then a shot rang out, followed by a scream. Pedro was still standing and had a better viewpoint.

“One of Kracker’s men. Looks like he shot himself in the foot.”

♦

“Buck! I’ve been looking everywhere for you! I’ve been trying to call but you don’t pick up!”

The cattle rancher stood there in a daze, watching from a safe distance as his beautiful new truck burned. He slowly turned to look at the tall man in the lousy possum costume. The possum lifted the top of the costume enough for Buck to see it was his attorney from Armadillo.

“What are you doing here? You know there’s a town ordinance about lawyers inside the city limits.”

“I know – but this is important.”

Buck turned towards the lawyer to give him his full attention since it would have to be damn important for this bottom-feeder to set foot in a town with a plaque proudly displayed on the tree where the last lawyer who came around had been hanged.

“Well, it better be good news. I’ve had about all the bad news in one day a man can stand. What you got?” Buck noticed the lawyer’s eyes were on the big revolver that Buck still had in his hand. The lawyer swallowed hard.

“It’s nothing really, probably just a little misunderstanding.” The lawyer tried a smile. Buck cocked the hammer back on the gun and nodded for his legal advisor to continue. He did. “Remember I said the IRS wanted to audit you?”

“I thought you told me you knew how to stall them?”

“Well, I did, for the last six months. But now they’re going to do the audit, starting tomorrow.”

Buck didn’t need this. He paid the man a lot of money to take care of these kinds of things. “So, deal with it. Isn’t that your job?”

“Well, yeah, and I’ve been getting ready for them, and that’s what I wanted to tell you. I called down to the Caymans to make sure everything down there was buttoned up so the IRS couldn’t touch any of those funds, and the bank manager said you didn’t have any accounts with them anymore. I wanted to tell you that with the IRS sniffing around this, this is like the worst time to be moving money around like that – and you better be damn careful.”

Buck didn’t move, didn’t even blink. He just tilted his head to the side a little.

“What do you mean I don’t have any accounts with them anymore?”

“They said you closed out the accounts last night. Transferred the whole five million.”

Buck’s cell phone rang. He slowly re-holstered his gun with his head full of mind-numbing questions and took the call. The lawyer decided to take the opportunity to pull out his own phone and check messages.

A few minutes later Buck had gone completely numb. His eyes were glazed when he punched off the phone and let it fall to the ground. A small dog picked the phone up in its mouth, lifted a leg, and peed on Buck’s new jeans before running away with the phone. Buck didn’t seem to notice, he just stood there staring into the distance. The attorney in the bad possum costume put away his own phone and looked at his client.

“Bad news, Buck?”

“That was…That was Mr. Blackstone. He just wanted to thank me for typing with one finger, says it made it a lot easier for him to get my Cayman’s accounts passwords.”

“Uh, is this the same Mr. Blackstone you told me you were going to make a killing off of by selling him land for a new Wal-Mart?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. Guess there never was going to be a Wal-Mart.” A single tear ran down Buck’s cheek. “He did say I could keep the pearl, though, and he’d send me a postcard when he got back to Russia.”

They heard a loud car horn and looked towards the road in time to see a black stretch limo pass by. Buck looked at his burning truck and then back at the limo disappearing into the distance with a hand waving from one of the windows.

“Well, that’s a tough break, Buck. I guess, since the IRS is likely going to get what little equity you’ve got in the ranch and that South American business venture, you won’t be able to afford an attorney anymore.” The lawyer patted his cell phone. “Don’t worry about me, though. I just got a message from one of the local businessmen wanting to hire me to sue someone. Seems during that parade earlier some idiot’s bull got loose and destroyed his china shop. Said the only thing he was able to salvage was the security camera with some good footage of the brand on the bull.”

The lawyer slapped Buck on the back and bid him farewell before slipping into the happy throng of Possum Gras revelers.

Buck just stood there, again watching his burning truck. Some firemen had shown up and were holding long sticks to the fire, roasting hotdogs and marshmallows. Buck’s stunned mind locked on something.

“This place. I bought Doc’s house and forty acres, and paid cash. This is mine, free and clear!”

The shock of the day’s events left Buck feeling like he was in a dream state as he limped through the hundreds of people thoroughly enjoying the carnival atmosphere of Possum Gras. He followed the sound of weak groaning and found several of his bruised and battered cowboys inside a large garbage dumpster.

Then Buck came upon a small crowd huddled around something behind the house. He made his way through the crowd for a look. The newspaper reporter was taking pictures of a rusty yellow drum covered with warning symbols lying in a large hole in the ground. Buck got closer for a look and the reporter took a picture of him, the drum, and the house in the background.

Buck felt a strong hand grab his shoulder – the sheriff.

“Howdy, Buck. I hear tell you own this place now?”

Buck was surprised to see the sheriff back already from his latest fact-finding trip to Acapulco. The sheriff was working on a small bowl of Possum Surprise, as was Deputy Raddick standing behind him. Buck slowly nodded, but didn’t say anything as the sheriff looked down in the hole.

“Buck, you know you ain’t allowed to have no toxic waste dumps in Possum County. Normally I’d have to take some action here, but seeing as how it’s Possum Gras, I reckon we can make an exception and wait ‘til tomorrow to quarantine this whole place and put you in jail. Oh, and speaking of jail, Mayor Burke told me a few minutes ago he plans to press charges on you for poisoning him.”
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Ride

It was already dark by the time Buck was able to hitch a ride home. He’d staggered like a zombie to the road in front of the Gras and put his thumb out. Dozens of cars passed him by before an old pickup stopped.

Taco Bob and One-Eyed Pete were standing by the food booths holding toothpicks and having an after-dinner short one. They saw Buck slowly climb into the pickup.

“See there, Pete. I told you if we were patient and let nature take its course that everything would work itself out.”

Pete put a cigarette in his mouth and checked his pockets, then snapped his fingers at a small person dressed as a possum. The possum came over and handed Pete a lighter and mumbled something before walking off towards the dumpsters. Pete lit his cigarette and took a long, contemplative draw.

“I reckon you’re right again, T.B.” Pete put the lighter in his pocket and glanced in the direction of the smoldering remains of Buck’s truck.

Taco Bob watched the pickup Buck had gotten into as it went down the road. The floodlights were on in Doc’s yard now and Possum Gras was winding down.

“Well, Pete, I reckon the men all had a good time.”

“I know Horse sure did. Man won the burrito-eating contest, then worked up enough of an appetite in the big fight to win the pie-eating contest, too.”

“Well, I’m proud for him.” Taco Bob took a small sip from his glass. “Sorry I missed the fight. I’m just glad Hazel wasn’t hurt bad. How’s he doing?”

“Last I seen of him, Nurse Monia had him bandaged up and said she was taking him over to her place so he could lay down for a spell.”

The two men looked at each other and grinned. Taco Bob shook his head, still smiling.

“Pete, you seen Doc?”

“Not for a while. Wait, here he comes now.”

Doc rolled up on the two possum ranchers. “Helluva party, eh, boys?”

“You got that right, Doc. Pete was just telling me Hazel left with Nurse Monia.”

Doc lit up a grin of his own. “You two might be interested to know I was over at Dottie’s just now.” Doc blushed a little. “Uh, I was just checking the weather forecast.” The two ranchers nodded knowingly and managed not to grin. “The weather boys on TV have their panties all in a knot over the forecast for the next few weeks. Sounds like there’s some unsettled weather coming, and since Pedro’s cousin the building contractor says it’s going to be a few weeks before he can start on my new house, I figure this would be a good opportunity to take some time off for a little vacation.”

Pete saw a young lady he said looked like she needed some attention and excused himself, but Taco Bob wanted to know about Doc’s vacation plans.

“Oh, nothing special. Dot and I are just going to fly to Miami, rent a convertible, then drive down through the Keys – maybe stay in Key West for a while.”

“Well, that sounds like a great idea, Doc. I’ve heard it’s really pretty down there.”

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to spending some time in Key West, and so is Dot. Speaking of Dottie, she asked me to check if there’s any of that Possum Surprise left?”

“Hop said he was saving some for me, but I can get some the next batch. Tell Hop I said it’s all right for him to give you mine.”

Doc was all smiles. “You’re a good man, Taco Bob.” Doc gave his friend a hearty handshake and started off, then stopped. He pulled an old book out of his back pocket. “Taco, you’re always telling me about having weird dreams. I found this book by my back door earlier, looks like something you might enjoy.”

Taco Bob took the offered worn paperback book. “Thanks, Doc. I’ll give it a try later on.”

They shook hands again and said their goodbyes before Doc went looking for Hop. Taco Bob walked closer to the light so he could read the book’s title: Dreaming for the Easily Led.

47

Buck

Buck was still in a daze as he got in the old pickup. While the truck picked up speed, he didn’t say anything to the driver, didn’t even look over. He just wanted to get back to the ranch, slap Maria around some, and maybe fire her. Then take a long, warm bath, sit down with a bottle of whiskey, and sort things out – come up with a plan.

“Hey, you, Buck Kracker.”

Buck looked over now, but it was too dark to see the driver’s face. It wasn’t too dark, though, to see it was a big knife the man was suddenly pressing against his neck.

“Drop the gun out the window.”

Buck complied, then noticed the plastic bag on the dashboard. The man took a handful of dark powder out of the bag and ate it. The stuff smelled like the steak seasonings he’d gotten from Pedro. What did he call it? Datura?

The truck was really moving now, heading out into the Badlands. Buck was sweating buckets and wondered how the man could still steer the truck while eating handfuls of the stuff out of the bag and holding a knife to Buck’s neck. He didn’t think about it long, though. The headlights from an oncoming car lit up the inside of the truck long enough for Buck to see the wild, insane eyes and manically grinning face of Humberto.

48

The old man and the young girl had silently watched the sunset from a hill overlooking the town’s big party. The old Indian saw the cowboy man get in an old truck and felt that soon the town would once again be peaceful, and remain unchanged.

The little one’s ankle was nearly healed. During the last few days she had asked many questions, and he was surprised at how many of the questions he had answers for. He had experienced many things in his long life. For years he’d felt he was waiting for something, and it had troubled him. But now he knew he’d been waiting for someone like the little one to ask him questions.

The girl wanted to call him Grandfather and he didn’t mind. The two stood together as the stars came out and the last of the day’s light faded in the west. The old man howled once – long and strong. The girl tried, but it was a short and uncertain howl. But no matter – she was so very young and had plenty of time to learn.
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