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A LITTLE while before sundown the men lounging
about the gallery of the store saw, coming up the road from
the south, a covered wagon drawn by mules and followed
by a considerable string of obviously alive objects which in
the levelling sun resembled vari-sized and -colored tatters
torn at random from large billboards—circus posters, say
—attached to the rear of the wagon and inherent with its
own separate and collective motion, like the tail of a kite,
“What in the hell is that?” one said,
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“Tt’s a circus,” Quick said. They began to rise, watching
the wagon. Now they could see that the animals behind the
wagon were horses. Two men rode in the wagon.

“Hell fire,” the first man—his name was Freeman—said.
“f¢s Flem Snopes.” They were all standing when the

- wagon came up and stopped and Snopes got down and ap-
. proached the steps. He might have departed only this

morning. He wore the same cloth cap, the minute bow tie
against the white shirt, the same gray trousers. He mounted
the steps. -

“Howdy, Flem,” Quick said. The other looked briefly at
all of them and none of them, mounting the steps. “Start=

* ing you a circus?”

“Gentlemen,” he said. He crossed the gallery; they made
way for him. Then they descended the steps and ap-
proached the wagon, at the tail of which the horses stood
in a restive clump, larger than rabbits and gaudy as par-

" rots and shackled to one another and to the wagon itself

with sections of barbed wire. Calico-coated, small-
bodied, with delicate legs and pink faces in which their
mismatched eyes rolled wild and subdued, they huddled,
gaudy motionless and alert, wild as deer, deadly as rattle-
snakes, quiet as doves. The men stood at a respectful dis-
tance, looking at them. At that moment Jody Varner came’
through the group, shouldering himself to the front of it.

“Watch yourself, doc,” a voice said from the rear. But it
was already too late. The nearest animal rose on its hind
legs with lightning rapidity and struck twice with its fore-
feet at Varner’s face, faster than a boxer, the movement
of its surge against the wire which held it travelling back-
ward among the rest of the band in a wave of thuds and

~ lunges. “Hup, you broom-tailed hay-burning sidewinders,”

the same voice said. This was the second man who had ar-
zived in the wagon. He was-a stranger. He wore a heavy
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densely black moustache, a wide pale hat. When he thrust
himself through and turned to herd them back from the
horses they saw, thrust into the hip pockets of his tight
jeans pants, the butt of a heavy pearl-handled pistol and a
florid carton such as small cakes come in. “Keep away from
them, boys,” he said. “They’ve got kind of skittish, they
aint been rode in so long.”

“Since when have they been rode?” Quick said. The
stranger looked at Quick. He had a broad, quite cold,
wind-gnawed face and bleak cold eyes. His belly fitted
neat and smooth as a peg into the tight trousers,

“I reckon that was when they were rode on the ferry to
get across the Mississippi River,” Varner said. The stranger
looked at him. “My name’s Varner,” Jody said.

“Hipps,” the other said. “Call me Buck.” Across the left
side of his head, obliterating the tip of that ear, was a
savage and recent gash gummed over with a blackish sub-
stance like axle-grease. They looked at the scar. Then they
watched him remove the carton from his pocket and tilt a
gingersnap into his hand and put the gingersnap into his
mouth, beneath the moustache,

“You and Flem have some trouble back yonder?” Quick
said. The stranger ceased chewing. When he looked di-
rectly at anyone, his eyes became like two pieces of flint

' turned suddenly up in dug earth,

“Back where?” he said.

“Your nigh ear,” Quick said.

“Oh,” the other said. “That,” He touched his ear. “That
was my mistake. I was absent-minded one night when I
was staking them out. Studying about something else and
forgot how long the wire was.” He chewed. They looked at
his ear. “Happen to any man careless around a horse. Put
a little axle-dope on it and you wont notice it tomorrow
though. They're pretty lively now, lazing along all day do-
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ing nothing. It'll work out of them in a couple of days.” He
put another gingersnap into his mouth, chewing, “Dont you
believe they’ll gentle?” No one answered. They looked at
the ponies, grave and noncommittal. Jody turned and went
back into the store. “Them’s good, gentle ponies,” the
stranger said. “Watch now.” He put the carton back into
his pocket and approached the horses, his hand extended.
The nearest one was standing on three legs now. It ap-
peared to be asleep. Its eyelid drooped over the cerulean
eye; its head was shaped like an ironingboard. Without
even raising the eyelid it flicked its head, the yellow teeth
cropped. For an instant it and the man appeared to be in-
extricable in one violence. Then they became motionless,
the stranger’s high heels dug into the earth, one hand grip-
ping the animal's nostrils, holding the horse’s head
wrenched half around while it breathed in hoarse, smoth-
ered groans. “See?” the stranger said in a panting voice, the
veins standing white and rigid in his neck and along his
jaw. “See? All you got to do is handle them a little and
work hell out of them for a couple of days. Now look out.
Give me room back there.” They gave back a little. The
stranger gathered himself then sprang away. As he did so,
a second horse slashed at his back, severing his vest from
collar to hem down the back exactly as the trick swords-
man severs a floating veil with one stroke.

“Sho now,” Quick said. “But suppose 2 man dont hap-
pen to own a vest.”

At that moment Jody Varner, followed by the black-
smith, thrust through them again. “All right, Buck,” he
said. “Better get them on into the lot. Eck here will help
you.” The stranger, the several halves of the vest swinging
from either shoulder, mounted to the Wagon seat, the
blacksmith following. )

" “Get up, you transmogrified hallucinations of Job and




Jezebel,” the stranger said. The wagon moved on, the
| tethered ponies coming gaudily into motion behind it, be-
hind which in turn the men followed at a respectful dis-
tance, on up the road and into the lane and so to the lot
gate behind Mrs Littlejohn’s. Eck got down and opened
| the gate. The wagon passed through but when the ponies
l saw the fence the herd surged backward against the wire
. which attached it to the wagon, standing on its collective
- hind legs and then trying to turn within itself, so that the
( wagon moved backward for a few feet until the Texan,
. cursing, managed to saw the mules about and so lock the
wheels. The men following had already fallen rapidly back.
“Here, Eck,” the Texan said. “Get up here and take the
| reins.” The blacksmith got back in the wagon and took the
reins. Then they watched the Texan descend, carrying a
looped-up blacksnake whip, and go around to the rear of
the herd and drive it through the gate, the whip snaking
about the harlequin rumps in methodical and pistol-like
reports. Then the watchers hurried across Mrs Littlejohn’s
yard and mounted to the veranda, one end of which over-
looked the lot.
l “How you reckon he ever got them tied together?”
Freeman said.
‘ “I'd a heap rather watch how he aims to turn them
; loose,” Quick said, The Texan had climbed back into the
" halted wagon. Presently he and Eck both appeared at the
|
l
|
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rear end of the open hood. The Texan grasped the wire
and began to draw the first horse up to the wagon, the
animal plunging and surging back against the wire as
though trying to hang itself, the contagion passing back
through the herd from animal to animal until they were
rearing and plunging again against the wire.

“Come on, grab a holt,” the Texan said. Eck grasped
the wire also. The horses Iaid back against it, the pink
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faces tossing above the back-surging mass. “Pull him up,
pull him up,” the Texan said sharply. “They couldn’t
get up here in the wagon even if they wanted to.” The
wagon moved gradually backward until the head of the
first horse was snubbed up to the tail-gate. The Texan took
a turn of the wire quickly about one of the wagon stakes.
“Keep the slack out of it,” he said. He vanished and re~
appeared, almost in the same second, with 2 pair of heavy
wire-cutters. “Hold them like that,” he said, and leaped.
He vanished, broad hat, flapping vest, wire-cutters and all,
into a kaleidoscopic maelstrom of long teeth and wild eyes
and slashing feet, from which presently the horses began
to burst one by one like partridges flushing, each wearing
a necklace of barbed wire. The first one crossed the lot at
top speed, on a straight line. It galloped into the fence
without any diminution whatever. The wire gave, re-
covered, and slammed the horse to earth where it lay for
a moment, glaring, its legs still galloping in air. It scram-~
bled up without having ceased to gallop and crossed the
Jot and galloped into the opposite fence and was slammed
again to earth. The others were now freed. They whipped
and whirled about the lot like dizzy fish in a bowl. It had
seemed like a big lot until now, but now the very idea that
all that fury and motion should be transpiring inside any
one fence was something to be repudiated with contempt,
like a mirror trick. From the ultimate dust the stranger,
carrying the wire-cutters and his vest completely gone now,
emerged. He was not running, he merely moved with a
light-poised and watchful celerity, weaving among the
calico rushes of the animals, feinting and dodging like a
boxer until he reached the gate and crossed the yard and
mounted to the veranda. One sleeve of his shirt hung only
at one point from his shoulder. He ripped it off and wiped
his face with it and threw it away and took out the paper
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carton and shook a gingersnap into his hand. He was
breathing only a little heavily. “Pretty lively now,” he
said. “But it’ll work out of them in a couple of days.” The
ponies still streaked back and forth through the growing
dusk like hysterical fish, but not so violently now.

“What’ll you give a man to reduce them odds a little
for you?” Quick said. The Texan looked at him, the eyes
bleak, pleasant and hard above the chewing jaw, the
heavy moustache, “To take one of them off your hands?”
Quick said. '

At that moment the little periwinkle-eyed boy came
along the veranda, saying, “Papa, papa; where’s papa?”

“Who you looking for, sonny?” one said.

“It’s Eck’s boy,” Quick said. “He’s still out yonder in
the wagon. Helping Mr Buck here.” The boy went on to
the end of the veranda, in diminutive overalls—a miniature
replica of the men themselves.

“Papa,” he said. “Papa.” The blacksmith was still lean-
ing from the rear of the wagon, still holding the end of the
severed wire. The ponies, bunched for the moment, now
slid past the wagon, flowing, stringing out again so that
they appeared to have doubled in number, rushing on;
the hard rapid light patter of unshod hooves came out of
the dust. “Mamma says to come on to supper,” the boy
said. :

‘The moon was almost full then. When supper was over
and they had gathered again along the veranda, the alter~
ation was hardly one of visibility even. It was merely a
translation from the lapidary-dimensional of day to the
treacherous and silver receptivity in which the horses
huddled in mazy camouflage, or singly or in pairs rushed,
fluid, phantom, and unceasing, to huddle again in mirage-~
like clumps from which came high abrupt squeals and the
vicious thudding of hooves.
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Ratliff was among them now. He had returned just be-

- fore supper. He had not dared to take his team into the

_ lot at all. They were now in Bookwright’s stable a half
mile from the store. “So Flem has come home again,” he
said, “Well, well, well. Will Varner paid to get him to
Texas, so I reckon it aint no more than fair for you fellows
to pay the freight on him back.” From the lot there came
a high thin squeal. One of the animals emerged. It seemed
not to gallop but to flow, bodiless, without dimension.
Yet there was the rapid light beat of hard hooves on the
packed earth.

“He aint said they was his yet,” Quick said.

“He aint said they aint neither,” Freeman said.

“I see,” Ratliff said. “That’s what you are holding back
on. Until he tells you whether they are his or mot. Or
~ maybe you can wait until the auction’s over and split up
and some can follow Flem and some can follow that Texas
fellow and watch to see which one spends the money. But
then, when a man’s done got trimmed, I dont reckon he
cares who’s got the money.”

“Maybe if Ratliff would leave here tonight, they
wouldn’t make him buy one of them ponies tomorrow,”
" a third said. ]

“That's a fact,” Ratliff said. “A fellow can dodge a
Snopes if he just starts lively enough. In fact, I dont believe
he would have to pass more than two folks before he would
have another victim intervened betwixt them. You folks
aint going to buy them things sho enough, are you?” No-
body answered. They sat on the steps, their backs against
the veranda posts, or on the railing itself. Only Ratliff and
Quick sat in chairs, so that to them the others were black
 silhouettes against the dreaming lambence of the moonlight
beyond the veranda. The pear tree across the road opposite
was now in full and frosty bloom, the twigs and branches
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springing not outward from the limbs but standing motion=
less and perpendicular above the horizontal boughs like the
separate and upstreaming hair of a drowned woman sleep=
ing upon the uttermost floor of the windless and tideless
sea,

“Anse McCallum brought two of them horses back from
Texas once,” one of the men on the steps said. He did not
move to speak. He was not speaking to anyone. “It was a
good team, A little light. He worked it for ten years. Light
work, it was.”

“I'mind it,” another said. “Anse claimed he traded fouge
teen rifle cartridges for both of them, didn’t he?”

“It was the rifle too, I heard,” a third said.

“No, it was just the shells,” the first said. “The fellow
wanted to swap him four more for the rifle too, but Anse
said he never needed them. Cost too much to get six of
them back to Mississippi.”

“Sho,” the second said. “When a man dont have to ine
vest so much into a horse or a team, he dont need to expect
so much from it.” The three of them were not talking any
louder, they were merely talking among themselves, to one
another, as if they sat there alone. Ratliff, invisible in the
shadow against the wall, made a sound, harsh, sardonic,
not loud.

“Ratliff’s laughing,” a fourth said, »

“Dont mind me,” Ratliff said, The three speakers had
not moved. They did not move now, yet there seemed to
gather about the three silhouettes something stubborn,
convinced, and passive, like children who have been
chidden. A bird, a shadow, fleet and dark and swift, curved
across the moonlight, upward into the pear tree and began
to sing; a mockingbird.

“First one I've noticed this year,” Freeman said.

“You-can hear them along Whiteleaf every night,” the
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first man said. “I heard one in February. In that snow.
Singing in a gum.”

“Gum is the first tree to put out,” the third said. “That
was why. It made it feel like singing, fixing to put out that
way. That was why it taken a gum.” .

“Gum first to put out?” Quick said. “What about wil-
low?”

“Willow aint a tree,” Freeman said. “It’s a weed.”

“Well, I dont know what it is,” the fourth said. “But it
aint no weed. Because you can grub up a weed and you
are done with it. I been grubbing up a clump of willows
outen my spring pasture for fifteen years. They are the
same size every year. Only difference is, it’s just ftwo or
three more frees every time.”

“And if I was you,” Ratliff said, “that’s just exactly
where I would be come sunup tomorrow. Which of course
you aint going to do. I reckon there aint nothing under the
sun or in Frenchman’s Bend neither that can keep you folks
from giving Flem Snopes and that Texas man your money.
But I'd sholy like to know just exactly who I was giving
my money to. Seems like Eck here would tell you. Seems
like he’d do that for his neighbors, dont it? Besides being
Flem’s cousin, him and that boy of his, Wallstreet, helped
' that Texas man tote water for them tonight and Eck’s
going to help him feed them in the morning too. Why,
maybe Eck will be the one that will catch them and lead
them up one at a time for you folks to bid on them. Aint
that right, Eck?”

The other man sitting on the steps with his back against
the post was the blacksmith. “I dont know,” he said.

“Boys,” Ratliff said, “Eck knows all about them horses.
Flem’s told him, how much they cost and how much him
and that Texas man aim to get for them, make off of them.
Come on, Eck. Tell us.” The other did not move, sitting on
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the top step, not quite facing them, sitting there beneath
the successive layers of their quiet and intent concentrated
listening and waiting.

“I dont know,” he said. Ratliff began to laugh. He sat in
the chair, laughing while the others sat or lounged upon the
steps and the railing, sitting beneath his laughing as Eck
had sat beneath their listening and waiting. Ratliff ceased
laughing. He rose. He yawned, quite loud.

“All right. You folks can buy them critters if you want
to. But me, I’d just as soon buy a tiger or a rattlesnake, And
if Flem Snopes offered me either one of them, I would be
afraid to touch it for fear it would turn out to be a painted
dog or a piece of garden hose when I went up to take pos-
session of it. I bid you one and all good night.” He entered
the house, They did not look after him, though after a
while they all shifted a little and Iooked down into the Iot,
upon the splotchy, sporadic surge and flow of the horses,
from among which from time to time came an abrupt
squeal, a thudding blow. In the pear tree the mockingbird’s
idiot reiteration pulsed and purled.

“Anse McCallum made a good team outen them two of
hisn,” the first man said, “They was a little light, That was
all.” ‘

-When the sun rose the next morning a wagon and three
saddled mules stood in Mrs Littlejohn’s lane and six men
and Eck Snopes’s son were already leaning on the fence,
looking at the horses which huddled in a’ quiet clump be-
fore the barn door, watching the men in their turn. A sec-
ond wagon came up the road and into the lane and stopped,
and then there were eight men beside the boy standing at
the fence, beyond which the horses stood, their blue-and-
brown eyeballs rolling alertly in their gaudy faces. “So this
here is the Snopes circus, is it?” one of the newcomers said,
He glanced at the faces, then he went to the end of the row
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| und stood beside the blacksmith and the little boy. “Are
them Flem’s horses?” he said to the blacksmith.

“Bek dont know who them horses belong to any more
than we do,” one of the others said. “He knows that Flem
| come here on the same wagon with them, because he saw
§  him. But that's all.”

‘ “And all he will know,” a second said. “His own kin will
be the last man in the world to find out anything about
Flem Snopes’s business.”

~ “No,” the first said. “He wouldn’t even be that. The first
man Flem would tell his business to would be the man that
was left after the last man died. Flem Snopes dont even telt
himself what he is up to. Not if he was laying in bed with
himself in a empty house in the dark of the moon.”

“That’s a fact,” a third said. “Flem would trim Eck or
any other of his kin quick as he would us. Aint that right,
Eck 39

“J dont know,” Eck said, They were watching the horses,
which at that moment broke into a high-eared, stiff-kneed
gwirl and flowed in a patchwork wave across the lot and
brought up again, facing the men along the fence, so they
did not hear the Texan until he was among them. He wore
2 new shirt and another vest a little too small for him and
he was just putting the paper carton back into his hip
pocket. :

“Morning, morning,” he said. “Come to get an early
pick, have you? Want to make me an offer for one or two
before the bidding starts and runs the prices up?” They had
not looked at the stranger long. They were not looking at
him now, but at the horses in the lot, which had lowered
fheir heads, snuffing into the dust.

«T reckon we’ll look a while first,” one said.

“Vou are in time to look at them eating breakfast, any-
how,” the Texan said. “Which is more than they done with-
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