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_ Mmmﬁ BOTHERING MY MOTHER for a dime, 5o she gave me a dime,

and I went down our lane and took the shorteut to the highway, and

- down to the gas station, My uncle Winfield ran the gas station. There
| Were rwo machines in the garage and T had to decide between them: the
£ pop machine and the candy bar machine. No, there were three machines,
| but the other one sold cigaretres and I didn’t care about that.

It took me a few minutes to make up my mind, then I bought a bottle
of Pepsi-Cola,

Sometimes 8 man came to unlock the machines and teke our the
coins, and if I happened to be there it was interesting—the way the

. machines could be changed so fast if you just had the right key to open

them. This man drove up in & white truck with a license plate from

| Kansas, a different color from our license plates, and he unlocked the
i machines and took out the money and loaded the machines up again,
§' When we were younger we liked to hang around and watch, There
| was something strange sbout it, How the look of the machines could




308 JOYCE CAROL OATES

be changed so fast, the fronts swinging open, the insides showing, just
because a man with; the right keys drove up.

T went out front where my uncle was working on a car. He was under
the car, lying on a thing made out of wood that had rollers on it so that
he could roll himself under the car; I could just see his feet. He had on
big heavy shoes that were all greasy. I asked him if my cousin Georgia
was home—they lived about two miles away and I could walk—and he
said no, she was baby-sitting in Stratton for three days. I already knew
this but I hoped the people might have changed their minds.

“Is that man coming today to take out the money?”

My uncle didn’t hear me. I was sucking at the Pepsi-Cola and run-
ning my tongue around the rim of the bottle. I always loved the taste of
pop, the first two ot three swallows. Then I would feel a little filled up
and would have to drink it slowly. Sometimes I even poured the last of
it out, but not so that anyone saw me.

“That man who takes care of the machines, is he coming today?”

“Who? No. Sometime next week.”

My uncle pushed himself out from under the car. He was my moth-
er's brother, a few years older than my mother. He had bushy browh
hair and his face was dirty. “Did you call Georgia last night?” .

“No. Ma wouldn’t let me.” : - o

“Well, somebody.was on the line because Betty wanted to check on
her and the goddam line was busy all night. So Betty wanted to drive in,

all the way to Stratton, drive six miles when probably nothing’s-wrong.
You didn’t call her, huh?”

“No.” . <
_* “This morning Betty called her and gave her-hell and she tried to
say she hadn’t been talking all night, that the telephone lines must have
gotten mixed 'up. Georgia is a goddam little liar and if I catch-her fool-
ing around . . .” M

He was walking away, into the garage. In the back pocket of his
overalls was a dirty rag, stuffed there. He always yanked it out and
wiped his face with it, not looking at-it, even if it was dirty. I watched to
see if he would do this and he did. : Co
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» - I almost laughed at this, and st how Georgia got away with Bn&“w.

T'had 4 good idea who was talking to her on the telephone.

" The pop made my tongue tingle, a strong acid-sweet taste that al-
most hurt. Isat down and looked out at the road, This was in the middle
ofiColorado, on the road that goes through, cast and west. It was 2 hot
day. I drank one, two, three, four small swallows of pop. I pressed the
bottle against my knees because I was hot, T tried to balance the bortle
on one knee and it fell right over; I watched the pop trickle cut onto
the concrete. v
» L'was too lazy to move my feet, so:my bare toes got wet. -

Somebody came along the rosd in s pickup truck, Mr. Watkins, and
he tapped on the hom to say hello t6 me and my uncle. He was on his
way to Stratton. I thought, Dasn it, I could bave hitched a vide with bim.
I don’t know why I bothiered to think this.because had to get home
prefiy soon, anyway, my mother would kill me if T went to town without
telling her. Georgiz and I did that once, back'just after school let out in
.?bn. we went down the road a ways and hitched s ride with come guy
ing beat-u1p car we thought looked familiar, but when he stopped to _mﬁ
us in we didn’t know him and it was too late. But nothing happened, he
was all right. We walked all the way back home again because we were
scared to hitch another ride, My parents didn't find out, or Georgia’s
but we didn’t try it again. “

I followed my uncle into the gas station. The building was made of
o:mw”_»a. wood, painted white a few years agobut starting to peel. It
was just one room. The floor was concrete, -all stained with grease and
cracked. I knew the whole place by hearr: the ceiling planks, the black
rubber things hanging on the wall, looped over big rusty: spikes, the
Marlboro cigarettes ad that I liked, and the other s for beer and ciga-
rettes on shiny pieces of cardboard that stood up. To'see those things
you wouldn't guess how they came all flat, and you could unfold them
and fix them yourself; like fancy things for unider the Christmas tree.
Inside the candy machine, behind the lictle windows, the candy bars
stood up on display: Milky Way, Ok Henry! /Junior Mints, Mallow Cup,
Three Musketeers, Hershey's. T liked them all. Sometimes Millkey Q,EM.
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was my favorite, other times I only bought Mallow Cup for weeks in a
row, trying to get enough of the cardboard letters to spell out Mallow
Cup. One letter came with each candy bar, and if you spelled out the
whole name you could send away for a prize. But the letter w was Wmnm
to find. There were lots of /s, it was rotten luck to open the wrappenup
and see another / when you already had ten of them. b
“Could I borrow a nickel?” I asked my uncle. .
“I don’t have any change.” ‘ e
Like bell, 1 thought. My uncle was always stingy. i B
I pressed the “return coin” knob but nothing came out. I pulled the
knob out under Mallow Cup but nothing came out. , <
“Nancy, don’t fool around with that thing, ckay?” .- _
«I don’t have anything to do.” o N T
“Yeah, well, your mother can find somhething for you to do.” " °
“She can do it herself.” A v
“You want me to tell her that?” o . L
“Go right ahead.” : _ % v cmcmdh
“Hey, did your father find out any fore about that guy in Pole?”
“What guy?” o
. “Oh, I don’t know, some guy who got into a fight and was arrested—
he was in the Navy with your father, I don’t remember his name.”
“I don’t know.” o
My uncle yawned. I followed him back outside and he stretched his
arms and yawned. It was very hot. You could see the fake water puddles
on the highway that were so mysterious and always moved back when
you approached them. They could hypnotize you.: Across m:...vg the ga-
rage was the mailbox on a post and then just scrub land, noshing to look
at, pastureland and big rocky hills. .
1 thought about going to check to see if my uncle had any B&.r&:ﬁ
I knew there wouldn’t be anything inside. We only got a booklet in the
mail that moming, some information abeut how ‘to make money ma=,
ing jewelry door-to-door that 1 had written away fot, but now I didn’t
care about. “Georgia has all the lutk,” I said. “I could usé a few dollars

myself.”
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“Yeah,” my uncle said. He wasn’t listening.

I looked at myself in the outside mitror of the car he was fixing, I
don’t know what kind of car it was, I never memorized the makes like
the boys did. It was a dark'meroon color with big heavy fenders and a
bumper that had little bits of rust in it, like sparks. The runningboard
had old, dried mud packed down inside its ruts. It was covered with
black rubber, a mat. My hair was blown-looking. It was a big heavy
mane of hair the color everybody called. dishwater blond. My baby. pic-
tures showed:-that it used to be light blond. .

“I wish I could get a job like Georgia,” I said. -

“Georgia’s a year older than you.”

“Ohhell...” - . Lo

I'was thirteen but I was Georgia’s size; all over, and I was smarter.
We looked alike. We both had long bushy flydway hair that frizzed up
when the air was wet, but kept curls in very well when we set it, like for
church, I forgot about my hair and leaned doser to the mitror 1o look
at my face. I made my lips shape a little circle, noticing how wrinkled
they got. They could wrinkle up into a small space. I poked the tip of
my tongue out.

There was the noise of something on gravel, and I looked around
to see a man driving in. Out by the highway my uncle just had gravel,
then around the gas pumps he had concrete. This man’s car was white,
a color you don’t see much, and his license plate was from Kansas.

He told my uncle to fill up the gas tank and he got out of the car,
stretching his arms.

. He looked at me and smiled. “Hi,” he said.

“Hi”

He said something to my uncle about how hot it was, and my uncle
said it wasn’t too bad. Because that’s the way he is—always contradicting
you. My mother hates him for this. But then he said, “You read about
the dry spell coming up?—right into September?” My uncle meant the
ranch bureau thing but the man didn’t know what he was talking about.
He meant the ‘Bureau News & Forecast.” This made me mad, that my
uncle was so stupid, thinking that a man from out of state and probably
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from a city would know sbout that, or give a damn. It made me mad. I
saw my pop bottle where it felliand'l decided to go home; not to _unn_ona .
putting it in the case where you were supposed tou.

T walked along on the edge of the road, on the pavement, because
there were stones and prickles and weeds with bugsin them off the side
that I didn’t like to walk in barefoot. I felt hot-and mad about some-
thing. A yawn started in me, and I felt it coming up like a litle bubble
of ‘gas from the pop. There was my cousin Georgia in town, and all she
had to do was watch a little girl who wore thick glasses 'and was sort of
strange, but very nice and guiet 2nd no trouble, and she’d get two dol-
lass. I thought angrily that if anybody came along I'd putrout my thumb
and hitch a ride to Stratton, and the hell with my mother.

Then I did hear a car coming but I just got over to the side and
waited for him to pass. /I felt'stubborn and wouldn't look around to see
who it was, but then the car didn’t pass'and I locked over my. shoul-

der—it was the man in the white cdr who had stopped for gas. He was
driving very slow. I got farther off the road and waited for him to pass.
But he leaned over to mum side and said out the open window, “You
want a ride home? Get in.” :

“No, that’s okay,” I said.
“Come on, I'll drive you home. No trouble.”
- “No, i’s okay. I'm almost home,” I said. ] :
1 was embarrassed and didn't want to loak at him. wnov_o didn’t do
this, 2 grown-up men in a car wouldn’t bother to do this. Either you
hitched for a ride or you didn’t, and if you didn’t, people would never

N

slow down. to ask you. This:guy is crazy, I thought. 1 felt very strange. | ,

tried to look over into the field but there wasn’t anything to looki at, not
even any cattle, just land and mnavg trees and a barbed:wire fence half
falling down. “uF

“Your feet will get n: sore, éu:ﬂﬂm like that,” the man mﬁm

“T'm okay.” ,

“Hey, watch out for the snake!” :

There wasn’t any snake and I made a noise like a laugh to show ﬁrmn
I knew it was a joke but didn’t think it was very m:bbw :

“Aren’t there rattlesnakes around here? Rattlers?”
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“Oh I don’tknow,” I said. .

He was still driving right alongside me, very slow. You are not used
H.o seeing a’ car slowed-down like that, it scems very strange. I tried not
to-look at the man. But there was nothing else to look »r._.cmﬂ the coun
andsthe road and the mountains in the distance and some clouds. "

*F ..ETB»? at the gas station was mad; he En_nnm up the bortle
you left.” .. ..o

| I'tried to keep my lips _uE.mnm m_,EH _u:n nrQ were dry E_n_ came open
again. I wondered if my teeth were too big in front.

. “How comie yon walked away so fast? That wasn’t friendly,” the man
said. “You forgot your pop bottle and the man back there said some-
body could drive over it and get a flat tire, he'was a little mad.”

“He’s my uncle,” I said. - |

“What?”

He couldn’t hear or was vnoﬁum_bm ra couldn’t-hesr, so I had to
tumn toward him. He was all-right-looking; he was smiling. “He’s my
Eu&na:ma ,

o v .‘
— is he? You don’t loock »:%ﬂ_.:bm Eno him. Is your home
| “Up ahead.” 1 was embarrassed and started to laugh, I don’t
know why. : 5 “
-“I don’t see any house there.”

“You can’t see it from here,” I said, laughing.

“What's so funny? My face? You know, when you smile you're a
very. pretty girl. You should smile all the time. ...” He was paying so
much attention to me it made me laugh. “Yes, that’s a fact. Why are
you blushing?”

I blushed fast, like my Eoﬁrnn. we both hated to blush and hated
people to tease us: But I couldn’t get mad.

(4 & H
I'm worried about your feet and the rattlers around here. Aren’t
there rattlers around here?”

“Oh I don’t know.”

“Where I come from there are streets and sidewatks and no snakes
wm course, but it isn’t interesting. It isn’t dangerous. I think I'd:like to
live here, even with the snakes—this is very beautiful, hard country

N ASE - T

Rty
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isn’t it? Do you like the mountains way over. thete? Or don’t you notice
them?” - B SN

I didi’t pay any attention to wher¢ he was pointing, I:looked at
him and saw that he was smiling. He was my father’s age but he wasn’t
stern like my father, who had a line between his eyebrows like a knife
cut, from frowning. This man was wearing-a shirt, a regular white shirt,
out in the countty. His hair was dampened and combed back from his
forehead; it-was damp tight now, as if he had just combed it.

“Yes, I'd like to take a walk out here and get some exetcise,” he said.

His voice sounded very cheerful. “Snakes or no snakes! You turned me

down for a free ride so maybe I'll join you in awalk.”

That really made me laugh: joir you in a walk. .

“Hey, what’s so funny?” he said, laughing himself.

People didn’t talk like that, but I didn’t say anything. He parked the
car on the shoulder of the road and got out and I heard him drop the car
keys in his pocket. Hewas scratching at his jaw. “Well, excellent! This is
excellent, healthy, divine country air! Do you like living out here?”

1 shook my head, no.
“Y ou wouldn’t want to give all this up for a city, would you?”

“Sure. Any day.”
I was walking fast to keep ahead of him, T couldn’t help but giggle,

I was so embarrassed—this man in a white shirt was really walking out

on the highway, he was really going to leave his car parked like that!
You never saw a car parked on the road around here, unless it was by
the creek, fishermen’s cars, or unless it was a wreck. All this made my
face get hotter.
He walked fast to catch up with me. I could hear coins and things
jingling in his pockets. . .
“You never told me your name,” he said. “That isn’t friendly.”
“It’s Nancy.”
“Nancy what?”
“Oh I don’t know.” 1laughed.
“Nancy I-Don’t-Know?” he said.

I didn’t get this. He was smiling hard. He was shorter than my father 3
d see he was older. His

and now that he was out in the bright sun I coul

i
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face wasn’ i
Hw.mmnrﬂ. t amnuom. and his mouth kept going into a soft smile. Men like
my En“b my WM& and other men never bothered to smile like that
y never bothered to look:at me at all, Som i
-y . & men did, once in
“ N.Eam mwa %mgnwon... strangers waiting for Greyhound buses 1o Denver
K ty; but they weren’t friendly like this, they didn’t k
smiling for so long. . e
When I came to the path I saj \
I said, “Well, - 2 i
over this way. This is a shortcut.” SRS S
- “A shortcut where?” |
gOr T don’t know,” I said, embarrassed.
“To your house, Nancy?”
“Yeah. No, it’s to our lane, o i |
RS : , our lane is half a mi B
Is it? That’s very long. . . .» ) e _o.nm.
He came closer. “Well, good-bye,” 1 said.
MERM&M sa mo.nm lane, isn’t itP—it must get blocked up with snow in the
» doesn’t it? You people get a lot of snow out here—"
o &%ﬂg.x A o
“Se your house must be wa
> way back there . .. ?” he said, pointi
”Mm smiling, d.ﬁ.ﬁm he stood straight like this, looking over my rnmn“u
mﬂmﬁm“u Ewﬁ.. lilkes m.rn other men. But then he looked down at “...an munw_
- nr.hﬂv“. ho friendly. I waved good-bye and jumped over the ditch
- o e fence, clumsy as hell just when somebody was watching
nwn_ wo .mn you know it, Some barbed wire caught at my shorts and
e " .
moﬂ”mu»m“ _H Let me ger that lsose—" but I jerked away and jumped
. mhm . émanm good-bye again and started up the path. But the
something and when I looked back he was climbing over the

. fence himself. [ was so surprised that I just stood there,

“I'like shortcuts and a .
with you.” secret paths,” he said. “PH walk a little way

What do you—" I started to say. [ stopped smiling because some

- thing was wrong. T looked around and there was just the path behind me

that the kids always took, and some boulders and old dried-up manure

ftom cattle, and some scrubby bushes. At the top of the hill was the big

- tree that had been struck by lightnin
: : g so many times. I'was looki
| mﬁnnmg&muﬂmmugo:nﬁrwuguooﬁzm»ﬂw. e

e aa————— i G

e e

-~ e ——
e e e —————
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“You're a brave little girl to go around bareéfoot,” the man said, right
next to me. “Or are your feet tough on the bottom?” - SRR

1 didn’t know what he was talking about because I was worried;
then I heard his question and said vaguely, “I'm all tight,” and started
to walk faster. I felt a tingling all through me like the tingling from the
Pepsi-Cola in my mouth, BIRT

“Do you alwayswalk so fast?” The man laughed.

“Oh I don’t know.”

“Is that all you can say? Nancy I-Don’t-Know! Thatls a funny
name—is it foreign?”

This made me start to laugh again. I was walking fast, then I'bégan
to run a few steps. Right away I was out of breath, That was strange—I
was out of breath right away. ” .

“Hey, Nancy, where are you going?” the man ¢ried. wa

But I kept running, not fast. I ran a few steps and looked back ‘and

there he was, smiling and panting, and I happened'to see his foot conre
down on a loose rock. I knew what would happen—the rock folled off |
sideways and he almost fell, and I laughed: He glanced up at me witha
surprised grin. “This path is a booby trap, huh? Nancy hasall sorts: of

little traps and tricks for me, huh?” ¥ , J

i

I didn’t know what he was talking about. I ran up the side of the hilly
careful not to step on the manure or anything sharp, and T way still bus
of breath but my legs felt good. They felt as'if they wanted toirun along
distance. “You’re going off the path,”-he said, pretending to be mady -

“Hey. That’s against the rules. Is that another trick?”

I giggled but couldn’t think of any answer. Mg
“Did you make this path up by yourself?” the man asked. Buvhel -
was breathing hard from the hill. He stared at me, climbing up, with his §
hands pushing on his knees as if to help him climb. “Little Nancy, you're
like a wild. colt or a deer, you're so-graceful—is this your own private -
il

“Oh, my brother and some other kids, when they’re around,”{'s i3

secret path?'Or do other people use it?”

vaguely. I was walking backward up the hill:now, so that I could X

down at him. The top of his hair was thin, you could see the scalpl/The}
very top of his forehead seemed to have two bumps, not big ones; but: ,

SMALL AVALANCHES 317
if the bone went out a little, and this part was a bright pink, sunburned
but the rest of his face and his scalp were white. .

He stepped on another loose rock, and the rock and some stones
and mud came loose. He fell hard onto his knee. “Jesus!” he said. The
way he stayed down like that looked funny. I had to press my hand over

. my mouth. When he looked up at me his smile was different. He got

b up, pushing himself up with his hands, grunting, and then he wiped his

hands on his trousers. The dust showed on them. He looked funny,
" “Is my face amusing? Is it e good joke?”
I didn’t mean to laugh, but now I couldn’t stop. I pressed my hand

i \  over my mouth hard.

._ w.,:mnmsunmwﬂgn.xg& moﬁv.ocmonmbsv.mmn.n. ZngdS..mnn_owoc
- see—anything? Do you.see. my soul, do you see e, is that what you're
. W:mrﬁm at?” He took a fast step toward me, but I jumped back. H.n was
like a game. “Come on, Nancy, slow down, just. slow down,” ,wn said.
' SCome on, Nangy....” |

I dide’t know what he was talking about. I just had to laugh at his
face. It was so tense and strange: it was so imsportant, |

I noticed. a big rock higher up, and I went around behind it and
| pushed it loose—:it rolled right down toward him and he had'to scram-
ble to get out of the way. “Hey! Jesus!” he yelled. The rock came loose
. with some other things and a mud chunk got him,in the leg. .
i - Iaughed so hard my stomach started to ache.

He laughed too, but a little different from before.

“This is a little trial for me, isn’t it?” he said, “A little preliminary
contest, Is that how the game goes? Is that your game, Nancy?”
, I ran higher up the hill, off to the side where it was steeper. Little
_ mo%bnm things came loose and rolled: back down, My breath was com-
- ing so fast it made me wonder if something was wrong. Down behind
me: the man was following, stooped over, looking at me, and his haad
| Was pressed against the front of his shirt, I could see his hand moving up
. and down because he was breathing so hatd. I could even see his tongue
moving mnocbm the edge of his dried-out lips. ... I'stanted to get afraid
2 .b.m then the tingling came back into me, beginning in my tongue Bm,
| going-out through my whole body, and I coulda’t help giggling.
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He said something that sounded like “—won’t be laughing—" but I
couldn’t hear the rest of it. My hair was Al wet in back where it would
be a job for me to unsnarl it with the hairbrush. The man came closer,
stumbling, and just for a joke 1 kicked out at him, to scare him—and
he jerked backwatd and tried to grab onto a branch of a bush, but it
slipped through his fingers and he lost his balance and fell. He grunted. .
He fell so hard that he just lay there for a minute. ] wanted to say I was
sorry, or ask him if he was all right, but I just stood there grinning.

He got up again; the fleshy part of his hand was bleeding. But he
didn’t seem to notice it and I turned and ran up the rest of the hill, going
almost straight up the last part, my legs were so strong and felt so good-
Right at the top [ paused, just balanced there, and a gust of wind would
have pushed me over—but 1 was all right. I laughed aloud, my legs felt
so springy and sttong. :

I looked down over the side where he was crawling, down on his
hands and knees again. “You better go back to Kansas! Back home to
Kansas!” I laughed. He stared up at me and I waited for him to smile
again but he didn’t. His face was very pale. He was staring at me but
he seemed to be secing something else, his eyes were very serious and

strange: I could see his belt creasing his stomach, the bulge of his white
shirt, He pressed his hand against his chest again. “Better go home, go
home, get in your damn old car and go home,” I sang, making a song
of it. He looked so serious, staring up at me: I pretended to kick at him
again and he flinched, his eyes going small. ‘
“Don’t leave me—" he whimpered.
“Oh go on,” I said.
“Don’t leave—I'm sick—I think I—"

His face seemed to shrivel. He was drawing in his breath very slowly,

carefully, as if checking to see how much it hurt, and waited for this t©
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and ﬁona;»_oum the path to our lane. I was very hot. I knew my face
was flushed and red. “Damn old nut,” I said."But I had to laugh .mﬂ the
way he had looked, the way he kept scrambling up the hill and was just
crouched there at the end, on his hands and knees. He looked so funny
bent QM_. M_un_ clutching at his chest, pretending to have a heart mﬁmnm
or maybe having one, a little oné€, for all I kn 'S 11
ot 1 ol ew. This will teach you a
. By the time I got homé my face had dried off a little, but my hair was

e a haystack. I stopped by the old car parked in the lane, just a junker
on Eﬁ.vnWm, and looked in the outside rearview mirror—the mirror was
all Qﬁmn& around because people looked in it all the time. I tried to fix

M_mw _.Eau by .EEUEW my hands down hard against it, but no luck. “Oh

mn,” 1 said aloud, and went up the steps to the back, and remembered
not to let the screen door slam so my mother wouldn’t holler at me

. m.wn was in the kitchen ironing, just sprinkling some clothes on the

:.o::.gm board. She used a pop bottle painted blue and fitted out with

_» mvE.HEQ top made of rubber, that I fixed for her at grade school a

Mnmmr time Mmo for a Christmas present; she shook the bottle over the
othes and stared N

e red at me. 4.3.58 have you been? I told you to come

“I did come right back.”
HM\QC,H.n all dirty, you look like hell: What happened to you?”
- #Oh I don’t know,” I said: “Nothing:”

. She threw something at me—it was my brother’s shirt—and I caught

it and pressed it against ty hot face.

“You get busy and finish these,” my mother said. “It must be ninety-

. five in here and I'm fed up. And you do a good job, I'm really fed up.

>no‘<w= listening, Nancy? Where the hell is your mind?”
I liked the way the damp shirt felt on my face. “Oh I don’t know,”

7. S

turn into another joke. Then I got sired of waiting and just rested back
on my heels. My smile got smaller and smaller, like his. .

“Good-bye, I'm going,” 1 said, waving: I turned and he said some-&
thing—it was like 2 cry—but I didn’t want to bother going back. The -

I said.

tingling in me was almost noisy. I
1 walked over to the other side, and slid back down to the path’




