
 
 

ELEVEN  

                             

CRUELER WORDS WERE NEVER SPOKEN

My old enduro 185cc motorcycle wouldn't start again. Something to do with the timing 
chain. You had to open a little side panel—and what  was I looking at: gears,  gizmos, what?   
 Looking for help, I went back to the house and opened the living room screen door.
 “All I want him to do is finish my story  and get his ass down the road,” Howard was 
saying to a couple of hippies at the kitchen table. Kyle Richards, a friend of mine who was a 
teacher at the tiny Study Butte middle school, was seated there with them.   
 “I heard that!” I said coldly across the room to Howard.  Fuck you!
 Startled, Howard looked up and hung his head. 

  
 The little world I had carved out for myself  here was destroyed. What was I going to do 
now? I was lost, really  lost this time. Where could I go? Rosalia Ranch? No. That was gone. 
Bob Smith, one of my closest friends at Poly High School in Fort Worth, Texas, and now a 
millionaire, lined me up  with Cornelius Atkins, a wealthy  oil executive who owned that 
ranch. It adjoined the northeast section of Big Bend National Park. The nearest place to 
civilization was at  Panther Junction, Big Bend National Park headquarters, about thirty or 
forty miles away.  Cornelius had needed a foreman to look after his place.
 Rosalia Ranch was a fly-away, get-away for him and his wife, Connie, and their thirty-
some-year-old divorced daughter Claudia. When I drove up to the remodeled old ranch house, 
I saw a gleaming blue-and-white Cessna four-seater airplane sitting on the desert landing strip 
a few hundred yards away.
 Nobody was ever at  the ranch when the Atkins family wasn't  there. That is, except for 
Molino, the caretaker, a soulful middle-aged Mexican who lived in, for lack of a better word, 
a “chicken coop.” It was nothing more than a crude waist-high lean-to you had to get down 
on your hands and knees to crawl into. Peering inside, I saw a picture of a black Jesus nailed 
to a two-by-four support board, and on the dirt floor was a soiled bare mattress and a plastic 
gallon jug of water. In a corner were a few cans of sardines in mustard sauce and a packet of 
saltine crackers. The rickety structure was set off a good ways from the ranch house and 
outlying disused buildings. Out of sight, out of mind, I thought at the time. I didn't know how 
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right I was. 
 A chicken coop for God's sake! Someone was actually living here?
 I discovered the coop  my second morning as I was jogging around the ranch, taking in 
lungfuls of the fresh, cool air. The ranch was a serene and lovely place, with small rolling 
hills and shallow dry-wash gravel canyons. But lonely . . . big sky lonely with the glistening 
white Sierra del Carmen mountain range in Mexico looming over you. And that mountain 
range had to be one of the most desolate places on earth. Could I take it? Could I write here, 
divorced from all humanity? Like every other ranch in the Big Bend, Rosalia Ranch wasn't 
really a ranch, unless you could call raising jackrabbits, roadrunners, doves and quail “cattle.”
 “How much do you want, Dick, for staying here?” Cornelius had asked me.
 “It doesn't  make any difference,” I told him offhandedly. Five or six hundred dollars a 
month. Would that be too much? I wondered.
 “Oh no! Money is important!” Cornelius snapped, horrified that anyone would say such a 
ridiculous thing. “You think about it and let me know.” I knew he'd gladly give me anything I 
asked for within reason because of Bob, my old buddy.
 That first day I liked the family. I really did. Who wouldn't like this happy, fun-loving 
family. And then there was Claudia, who'd been giving me the eye . . . but I wasn't interested. 
Like most of humanity, particularly the western world, she tended to be on the pudgy  side. 
That to me was an unpardonable sin in the female (and male) of the species. I desperately 
needed a woman to hold, feel her warm flesh against mine, but if she wasn't gym-trim like 
Sallie, forget it. I'd never get that lonely. Never.
 That night in my trailer, lying on the narrow bed, I turned on my shoebox tape recorder 
and listened to . . .
 
                                       Once upon a time a girl with moonlight in her eyes
                                       Put her hand in mine and said she loved me so
         But that was once upon a time, very long ago 

. . . and played the melancholy song over and over, now and then singing along with it, 
remembering Sallie, the way she smiled, and forced myself not to cry. An impossibility. It 
would be a year before I managed to do that with some degree of equanimity.  
 Sallie was an executive secretary at Centel, Las Vegas's telephone company. She had been 
placed on indefinite medical leave, and the other secretaries, who loved her dearly, got 
together and held a going-away  party for her. Tony Bennett, who was headlining at the Sahara 
Hotel and Casino for the umpteenth time, came over and sang for them. “Once Upon A Time” 
was one of the songs. “A horrible choice,” Sallie said, adding, “It tore everyone apart . . . and 
me too.” She knew she was going to die soon of her benign massive brain tumor. Doctor 
McDonald, the neurosurgeon, didn't  give her much hope the operation would succeed—yet 
there was no self-pity  in her voice. She was just being frank, like we always were with each 
other.

 As things turned out, Cornelius Atkins and his family were your run-of-the-mill God-
fearing Christians. Good people in their own minds, I'd characterize them. All day Connie and 
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Claudia had been in the kitchen sweating over a feast they were preparing for us. And when 
evening finally rolled around, all of us properly hungry after smelling the great smells all day, 
we sat around the living room table and clasped hands. Cornelius said grace.
 “God, we thank you for the gifts you have given us—for the bounty you have shown us 
and laid before us. Let us always remember and honor your promises for all [my  emphasis]  
your children. And let us strive with renewed vigor and inspired hearts to . . .”
 You sorry bunch of hypocrites! I fumed silently, looking around at their heads bowed in 
devotion.  
 It would've been intolerable if we had just sat down and started eating, paying no mind that 
Molino was out there in his chicken coop. But to have Cornelius come out and unabashedly 
say grace. Grace? Nobody would believe this. I didn't believe it. There were no words strong 
enough to express the contempt I felt for these so-called good Christians. I wanted to push 
back my chair, stand up  and tell them, “What about Molino out there in his chicken coop, 
damn you folks, alone and in the dark munching on a stale saltine cracker thinking about his 
wife and five small children across the river in Mexico. What about Molino?” 
 Molino, his voice tinged with a sorrow he couldn't conceal, had told me about his family 
the day before.
 Even Dr. Albert Schweitzer, the world-renowned African missionary and philosopher,  
would've been hard pressed not to stand up and slap the living shit outta Cornelius' holier-
than-thou plump face. Of course Dr. Schweitzer wouldn't have put it quite that way. After 
Sallie, Schweitzer was the person I admired most in life. Even though he was a Christian, his 
inquiring mind couldn't be constrained by dogma. Funny. He and Sallie just happened to be 
Christians. But they were real Christians.
 I cursed myself for “holding hands” with this family and not speaking out, and still do to 
this day. But I didn't want to queer things for my friend Bob Smith, since Cornelius was a 
business associate of his.  
 Early the next  morning, without saying goodbye, I was pulling away from the ranch house  
when Cornelius hailed me from his front door. “Hey, Dick! You gonna be my foreman, or 
what?”  
 “Why don't you ask God since you're on such intimate terms with Him,” I yelled back, and 
headed for the highway. Asshole.
 If this ever got back to my ol' buddy Bob, I know he would've just shook his head and 
sighed, “Dick always speaks his mind.”
 I could've taken the cushy  job. Molino and I could've fixed up  one of the vacant buildings 
for him and his wife and five kids. It would've been like the Taj Mahal to them. And if 
Cornelius didn't go along with my plan, then that's when I should have left. If, if, if . . . 
 But I didn't  do that. Study Butte, an hour and a half down the road, was always there 
waiting for me.

 Dr. Doug was the first person I met when I pulled up to the Study Butte Store. Not another 
living soul or a dog in sight. This was a week or so before I saw Howard on the Porch   
entertaining that huge crowd.  
 “What do you people do around here?” I had asked Doug, getting out of the car, no longer   
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feeling like a local after some thirty years' absence.
 “We drink a lot,” Doug said.
 Lonely. Like Rosalia ranch. But it was civilization. Sort of.
 
 All these thoughts were running helter skelter through my mind when I turned away  from 
Howard and went back out the screen door. Kyle jumped up from the kitchen table, rushed 
over and grabbed me on the wooden porch before I could get down to my motorcycle and 
leave.
 “Let go of me, Kyle!” I cried furiously, struggling to break free. “Fuck him.  Fuccck him.”

“Wait a second, Dick. Calm down. Just calm down. You can't  leave. Man, you've got the 
story. You can't just walk away from it. Do you know what I put up with everyday  at  the 
school and have to keep my mouth shut? Do you think I like taking stupid crap  off my     
hippie principal in her peasant dress? The way she runs things? But I can't leave my students 
to her. You have to tough it out, in any  job, if it's a worthwhile job.” He kept after me in that 
tone.
 “Oh God, you're right. You're right,” I finally breathed heavily, settling down a bit.   
 The first time Kyle saw me I was camped out under a big mesquite tree at Howard's place 
writing on a plank table, and the English teacher in him came out. “Looks like Hemingway's 
Getaway,” he said, walking over. “Hi. I'm Kyle.”
 Kyle went  back inside the house, and I went down to my motorcycle and stared at it 
helplessly.

Howard's head peeked out the screen door. “Dick, I'm sending one of the guys out to start 
it for you,” he said meekly.

I nodded stiffly.
I don't know how we ever managed to get back together, but we did. A soft word or look 

when we met again was probably all it took. As I told you from the beginning of this story, it 
took me a while to win Howard Upchurch over. And vice versa after this episode.
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