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2 A Payment Greater than Money

A Payment Greater than Money
By Michael Dorris

When I was 14, I earned money in the summer by
mowing ® lawns, and I got to know people by the flowers I
had to remember not to cut down, by the things stuck in
the ground on purpose or by the things lost in the ground
on purpose or by the things lost in the grass. I also
learned something about my neighbors in Louisville, Ky,
by their preferred method of payment: by the job, the
month—or not at all.

Mr. Ballou fell into the last category ®, and he always
had a reason. One day he had nothing smaller than a fifty.
On another he was flat-out of checks; on another he was
simply not home when I knocked on his door. Still, except
for the money, he was a nice enough old guy, always
waving or tipping his hat when he’ d see me from a dis-
tance. I figured him for a thin retirement check, maybe an
injury that kept him from doing his own yard-work. [ kept a
running total, but didn’t worry about the amount too much.
Grass was grass, and the lLittle that was Mr. Ballou’s didn’t
take long to trim.

Then one late afternoon in mid-July I was walking by
his house, and he notioned me to come inside. The hall

was cool, shaded, and it took my eyes a minute to adjust

BEAUTIFUL LIFE
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4 A Paymeru Greater than Money

to the muted light.

“I owe you, "Mr. Ballou began, “but. . . ”

I thought I’ d save him the trouble of thinking up a new
excuse. No problem. Don’t worry about it. "

“The bank made a mistake in my account, ~ he con-
tinued, ignoring my words. “It will be cleared up in a day
or two. In the meantime I thought perhaps you could
choose one or two volumes for a down payment. '’

He gestured toward the walls, and I saw books stacked
everywhere. It was like a library, except with no order to
the arrangement.

“Take your time, ~ Mr. Ballou encouraged. “Read,
borrow, keep. Find something you like. What do you
read?”

“I'don’t know. "And I didnt. I generally read what I
could snag © from the paperback rack at the drugstore or
what I found at home—magazines, the backs of cereal ®
boxes, comics. The idea of consciously seeking out a
special title was new to me, but not without appeal—so 1
browsed ® through the piles of books and asked, “You
actually read all of these?”

Mr. Ballou nodded. “This is just what I've kept, the

”

ones worth looking at a second time.
“Pick for me then. ~

He raised his eyebrows, cocked his head, regarded me

y

appraisingly as though measuring me for a suit. After a

BEAUTIFUL LIFE
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6 A Payment Greater than Money

moment, he searched through a stack and handed me a
dark-red book, fairly thick.

“ The last of the just, ” 1 read. “By Andre Wch-
warz-Bart. What’s it about?”

“You tell me, "he said. “Next week. ”

I started after supper, sitting outdoors on an un-
comfortable kitchen chair, Within a few pages, the
yard, the summer, disappeared, and I was plunged
into the aching tragedy of the Holocaust, the extraor-
dinary clash of good, represented by one decent man,
and evil. The language was elegant, simple, over-
whelming.

When the evening light finally failed, I moved inside
and read all through the night.

To this day, 35 years later, I vividly remember the
experience. 1 was stunned by the undiluted ® power a
novel could contain. I lacked the vocabulary to translate
my feelings into words, so the next week, when Mr.
Ballou asked, “Well?"I replied, “It was good. ~

“Keep it then, "he said. “Shall I suggest another?”

I nodded, and was presented with Margaret Margaret
Mead’s classic study in anthropology ®, Coming of Age in
Samoa. :

To make two long stories short, Mr. Ballou never paid
me a dime for cutting his grass that year or the next, but,

BEAUTIFUL LIFE
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8 A Payment Greater than Money

eventually, I would teach anthropology at Dartmouth
College. And I discovered that a book, if it arrives at the
right moment, in the proper seson, will change the course

of all that follows.

BEAUTIFUL LIFE
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10 Life Behind the Rebel Lines

Life Behind the Rebel Lines

A photographer spends four weeks in Chechnya,
documenting a ragtag army’s battle against the Rus-

sians. Here is his story.
BY ROBERT KING

The Chechen capital, Grozny, is a desolate place,
where people live mostly underground. I'm bunked in
with some Chechen fighters in the cellar of an abandoned
bank building. It's musty ® and damp. Heat comes from
a wood stove, and kerosene lanterns cast huge shadows
on the walls. The bearded ® fighters clean their weapons
or pray or watch videos — from kung fu films to “A Per-
fect World, ” starring Kevin Costner and Clint Eastwook.
They fastforward past sex scenes and rewind ® to watch
the combat ® episodes © over and over again.

I'm an American photographer who calls Tennessee
home, but 'm doing my best to blend in with my new
companions. I don’t speak the local language, but I spent
many months in Chechnya in 1996, during the first war
with Russia. Now I've returned to chronicle Russia’s
second attempt to crush the rebels in the separatist re-
public. While 'm here, the Russian Army slowly closes
in on Grozny. (Late last week, after I left, the Russians

AROUND THE WORLD
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12 Life Behind the Rebel Lines

captured Gudermes, Chechnya’s second largest city. )

On my first night in the Grozny celar on Oct. 21, three
Russian journalists with satellite phones turn up. Russian
missiles had hit the Grozny market earlier in the day,
killing at least 140 people, and the mood in the basement is
tense. (The Chechens seem suspicious that the Russian
reporters are spies. ) We sit at a table covered with bottles
of vodka ¥, plates of sausage and marijuana ®. Everyone
is drinking but nobody offers a toast. Eventually, a fight
breaks out between a very drunk Russian and a Chechen
fighter. It takes several people to break it up.

At night the fighters shout “Allahu akbar” —God is
great! —in their sleep. During the day, in the short spells
when I leave the cellar, I'm always with bodyguards. The
Russians are bombing the city and I'm a prime target for
kidnappers: Everyone is at risk — even ordinary
Chechens—but the asking price for an American or Eu-
ropean is § 500,000 to $1 million. We race through
Grozny in a dark blue BMW with tinted @ windows,
blasting ® the cassette ® player. A popular song among
the gunmen is “Believe”.

A Chechen commander— Aslan Bek—is my protector
in Grozny. I sought him out when I arrived because I
knew him from the first Russian war with Chechnya. At
that time I traveled (as a journalist) with some fighters
smuggling arms. We crossed Russian lines at night on

AROUND THE WORLD



