Praise for Close Range

“Geography, splendid and terrible, is a tutelary deity to the characters in
Close Range. Their lives are futile uphill struggles conducted as a downhill,
out-of-control tearaway. Proulx writes of them in a prose that is violent
and impacted and mastered just at the point where, having gone all the way
to the edge, it is about to go over.”

—Richard Eder, The New York Times Book Review

“Ms. Proulx writes with all the brutal beauty of one of her Wyoming snow-

storms.”
—Michael Knight, The Wall Street Journal

“It’s the prose, as much as the inventiveness of the stories here, that shines
and shines. Every single sentence surprises and delights and just bowls you
over.” ‘

—Carolyn See, The Washington Post Book World

“Her characters—stoical, hardheaded, yet willing to be ravaged by the
closest available passion whenever the chance presents itself—crackle and
cavort on the page. Served up a full array of life’s wayward ecstasies and
gut-twisting losses, they resign themselves, in true Proulx fashion, to the
damage that loss and ecstasy do. . . . Amen to that, and amen to this book.”
—Miichael Upchurch, The Seattle Times Book Review

“Annie Proulx isn’t easy. Little she writes about smacks of the familiar.
Where so many successful authors strive to create worlds that are instantly,
even comfortably, recognizable to readers, Proulx goes where few others
would. It isn’t easy, but Close Range is definitely worth it.”

—Jill Vejnoska, Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Close Range is not one long dirge simply played in eleven different keys.
Each story presents a subtle change of mood and each character inhabits a
particular world, a world that Proulx constructs with graceful, devastating
sentences.”

—Anna Mundow, New York Daily News

“Blends harsh realism with macabre humor and a touch of the supernat-
ural. Proulx is a masterful storyteller, engrossed by the beauty of Wyoming
ranch country.”

—Judith Wynn, Boston Herald
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“These Wyoming stories require all five senses. And when you finally rest,
your knuckles perhaps bloodied, you see in these stories a life that is fragile
and subtle, much like cactuses and desert flowers.”

—Los Angeles Titnes

“Despite the stumbling lives and untimely deaths that afflict her charac-
ters, Proulx is a pure joy to read.”
—Betsy Willeford, The Miami Herald

“The stories here speak with enormous power. They bear the authority of
a writer so accomplished and so attuned to the hard-luck characters that
she wrenches from their experiences with shivery, majestic beauty.”

—Dan Cryer, Newsday

“Proulx’s language does not admit ‘yes, but’ or ‘really?” When it works,

which is most of the time, it sweeps aside all ideas, her own and the

reader’s, and allows no response except banging the hands together.”
—TJohn Skow, Time

“The work of a writer who casts a giant shadow over most of the competi-
tion. Proulx’s prose is magisterial in force.”
—Vogue

“Proulx’s folksy stoicism isn’t a pose. Her stories are solid oak. . . . Rustic
baroque. She’s a writer who does her thinking by hand, crafting sentences
whose specific gravity mysteriously exceeds their size.”

—Walter Kirn, New York

“If you’ve got the guts for it, cowboy up and read this book, because it is a
masterwork, terrifying and gorgeous.”
—Elizabeth Gilbert, Mirabella

“A dazzling collection of eleven stories . . . the pieces meld seamlessly into
each other to create a nuanced portrait of a bleak and windswept world.”
—Vanessa V. Friedman, Entertainment Weekly

“Proulx has written to barbed perfection about the wasted, wanton, often
violent characters whose ties to the land form the preternatural heart of
these spine-tingling stories.”

—Lisa Shea, Elle

“Gritty, authoritative stories of loving, losing, and bearing the consequences.
Nobody else writes like this, and Proulx has never written better.”
—XKirkus Reviews (starred)
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N THE LONG UNFURLING OF HIS LIFE, FROM TIGHT-WOUND

kid hustler in a wool suit riding the train out of Cheyenne to

geriatric limper in this spooled-out year, Mero had kicked
down thoughts of the place where he began, a so-called ranch on
strange ground at the south hinge of the Big Horns. He’d got
himself out of there in 1936, had gone to a war and come back,
married and married again (and again), made money in boilers
and air-duct cleaning and smart investments, retired, got into
local politics and out again without scandal, never circled back to
see the old man and Rollo bankrupt and ruined because he knew
they were.

They called it a ranch and it had been, but one day the old
man said it was impossible to run cows in such tough country
where they fell off cliffs, disappeared into sinkholes, gave up
large numbers of calves to marauding lions, where hay couldn’t
grow but leafy spurge and Canada thistle throve, and the wind
packed enough sand to scour windshields opaque. The old man
wangled a job delivering mail, but looked guilty fumbling bills
into his neighbors’ mailboxes.

Mero and Rollo saw the mail route as a defection from the
work of the ranch, work that fell on them. The breeding herd
was down to eighty-two and a cow wasn’t worth more than fif-
teen dollars, but they kept mending fence, whittling ears and
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Close Range

scorching hides, hauling cows out of mudholes and hunting
lions in the hope that sooner or later the old man would move to
Ten Sleep with his woman and his bottle and they could, as had
their grandmother Olive when Jacob Corn disappointed her,
pull the place taut. That bird didn’t fly and Mero wound up sixty
years later as an octogenarian vegetarian widower pumping an
Exercycle in the living room of a colonial house in Woolfoot,
Massachusetts.

One of those damp mornings the nail-driving telephone
voice of a woman said she was Louise, Tick’s wife, and sum-
moned him back to Wyoming. He didn’t know who she was,
who Tick was, until she said, Tick Corn, your brother Rollo’s
son, and that Rollo had passed on, killed by a waspy emu though
prostate cancer was waiting its chance. Yes, she said, you bet
Rollo still owned the ranch. Half of it anyway. Me and Tick, she
said, we been pretty much running it the last ten years.

An emu? Did he hear right?

Yes, she said. Well, of course you didn’t know. You heard of
Down Under Wyoming?

He had not. And thought, what kind of name was Tick? He
recalled the bloated grey insects pulled off the dogs. This tick
probably thought he was going to get the whole damn ranch and
bloat up on it. He said, what the hell was this about an emu?
Were they all crazy out there?

That’s what the ranch was now, she said, Down Under
Wyoming. Rollo’d sold the place way back when to the Girl
Scouts, but one of the girls was dragged off by a lion and the G.S.A.
sold out to the Banner ranch next door who ran cattle on it for a
few years, then unloaded it on a rich Australian businessman who
started Down Under Wyoming but it was too much long-distance
work and he’d had bad luck with his manager, a feller from Idaho
with a pawnshop rodeo buckle, so he’d looked up Rollo and
offered to swap him a half-interest if he’d run the place. That was
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The Half-Skinned Steer

back in 1978. The place had done real well. Course we’re not open
now, she said, it’s winter and there’s no tourists. Poor Rollo was
helping Tick move the emus to another building when one of
them turned on a dime and come right for him with its big razor
claws. Emus is bad for claws.

I know;, he said. He watched the nature programs on television.

She shouted as though the telephone lines were down all
across the country, Tick got your number off the computer.
Rollo always said he was going to get in touch. He wanted you to
see how things turned out. He tried to fight it off with his cane
but it laid him open from belly to breakfast.

Maybe, he thought, things hadn’t finished turning out. Impa-
tient with this game he said he would be at the funeral. No point
talking about flights and meeting him at the airport, he told her,
he didn’t fly, a bad experience years ago with hail, the plane had
looked like a waffle iron when it landed. He intended to drive.
Of course he knew how far it was. Had a damn fine car, Cadillac,
always drove Cadillacs, Gislaved tires, interstate highways,
excellent driver, never had an accident in his life knock on wood,
four days, he would be there by Saturday afternoon. He heard
the amazement in her voice, knew she was plotting his age, fig-
uring he had to be eighty-three, a year or so older than Rollo,
figuring he must be dotting around on a cane too, drooling the
tiny days away, she was probably touching her own faded hair.
He flexed his muscular arms, bent his knees, thought he could
dodge an emu. He would see his brother dropped in a red
Wyoming hole. That event could jerk him back; the dazzled
rope of lightning against the cloud is not the downward bolt, but
the compelled upstroke through the heated ether.

He bhad pulled away at the sudden point when it seemed the old
man’s girlfriend—now he couldn’t remember her name—had
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jumped the track, Rollo goggling at her bloody bitten fingers,
nails chewed to the quick, neck veins like wires, the outer fore-
arms shaded with hairs, and the cigarette glowing, smoke curling
up, making her wink her bulged mustang eyes, a teller of tales of
hard deeds and mayhem. The old man’s hair was falling out,
Mero was twenty-three and Rollo twenty and she played them all
like a deck of cards. If you admired horses you’d go for her with
her arched neck and horsy buttocks, so high and haunchy you’d
want to clap her on the rear. The wind bellowed around the
house, driving crystals of snow through the cracks of the warped
log door and all of them in the kitchen seemed charged with
some intensity of purpose. She’d balanced that broad butt on the
edge of the dog food chest, looking at the old man and Rollo,
now and then rolling her glossy eyes over at Mero, square teeth
nipping a rim of nail, sucking the welling blood, drawing on her
cigarette.

The old man drank his Everclear stirred with a peeled willow
stick for the bitter taste. The image of him came sharp in Mero’s
mind as he stood at the hall closet contemplating his hats;
should he bring one for the funeral? The old man had had the
damnedest curl to his hat brim, a tight roll on the right where his
doffing or donning hand gripped it and a wavering downslope
on the left like a shed roof. You could recognize him two miles
away. He wore it at the table listening to the woman’s stories
about Tin Head, steadily emptying his glass until he was nine-
times-nine drunk, his gangstery face loosening, the crushed
rodeo nose and scar-crossed eyebrows, the stub ear dissolving as
he drank. Now he must be dead fifty years or more, buried in
the mailman sweater.

The girlfriend started a story, yeah, there was this guy named
Tin Head down around Dubois when my dad was a kid. Had a
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little ranch, some horses, cows, kids, a wife. But there was some-
thing funny about him. He had a metal plate in his head from
falling down some cement steps.

Plenty of guys has them, said Rollo in a challenging way.

She shook her head. Not like his. His was made out of galvy
and it eat at his brain.

The old man held up the bottle of Everclear, raised his eye-
brows at her: Well, darlin?

She nodded, took the glass from him and knocked it back in
one swallow. Oh, that’s not gonna slow me down, she said.

Mero expected her to neigh.

So what then, said Rollo, picking at the horse shit under his
boot heel. What about Tin Head and his galvanized skull-plate?

I heard it this way, she said. She held out her glass for another
shot of Everclear and the old man poured it and she went on.

Mero had thrashed all that ancient night, dreamed of horse
breeding or hoarse breathing, whether the act of sex or bloody,
cut-throat gasps he didn’t know. The next morning he woke up
drenched in stinking sweat, looked at the ceiling and said aloud,
it could go on like this for some time. He meant cows and
weather as much as anything, and what might be his chances
two or three states over in any direction. In Woolfoot, riding the
Exercycle, he thought the truth was somewhat different: he’d
wanted a woman of his own without scrounging the old man’s
leftovers.

What he wanted to know now, tires spanking the tar-filled
road cracks and potholes, funeral homburg sliding on the back-
seat, was if Rollo had got the girlfriend away from the old man,
thrown a saddle on her and ridden off into the sunset?

* * *
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The interstate, crippled by orange pylons, forced traffic into sin-
gle lanes, broke his expectation of making good time. His Cadil-
lac, boxed between semis with hissing air brakes, snuffled huge
rear tires, framed a looming Peterbilt in the back window. His
thoughts clogged as if 2 comb working through his mind had
stuck against a snarl. When the traffic eased and he tried to cover
some ground the highway patrol pulled him over. The cop, a
pimpled, mustached specimen with mismatched eyes, asked his
name, where he was going. For the minute he couldn’t think
what he was doing there. The cop’s tongue dapped at the scraggy
mustache while he scribbled.

Funeral, he said suddenly. Going to my brother’s funeral.

Well you take it easy, Gramps, or they’ll be doing one for you.

You're a little polecat, aren’t you, he said, staring at the ticket,
at the pathetic handwriting, but the mustache was a mile gone,
peeling through the traffic as Mero had peeled out of the ranch
road that long time ago, squinting through the abraded wind-
shield. He might have made a more graceful exit but urgency
had struck him as a blow on the humerus sends a ringing jolt up
the arm. He believed it was the horse-haunched woman leaning
against the chest and Rollo fixed on her, the old man swilling
Everclear and not noticing or, if noticing, not caring, that had
worked in him like a key in an ignition. She had long grey-
streaked braids, Rollo could use them for reins.

Yah, she said, in her low and convincing liar’s voice. I'll tell you,
on Tin Head’s ranch things went wrong. Chickens changed
color overnight, calves was born with three legs, his kids was
piebald and his wife always crying for blue dishes. Tin Head
never finished nothing he started, quit halfway through a job
every time. Even his pants was half-buttoned so his wienie hung
out. He was a mess with the galvy plate eating at his brain and his
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ranch and his family was a mess. But, she said. They had to eat,
didn’t they, just like anybody else?

I'hope they eat pies better than the ones you make, said Rollo,
who didn’t like the mouthful of pits that came with the
chokecherries.

His interest in women began a few days after the old man had
said, take this guy up and show him them Indan drawrings, jerk-
ing his head at the stranger. Mero had been eleven or twelve at
the time, no older. They rode along the creek and put up a pair of
mallards who flew downstream and then suddenly reappeared,
pursued by a goshawk who struck the drake with a sound like a
handclap. The duck tumbled through the trees and into deadfall
trash and the hawk shot as swiftly away as it had come.

They climbed through the stony landscape, limestone beds
eroded by wind into fantastic furniture, stale gnawed bread-
crusts, tumbled bones, stacks of dirty folded blankets, bleached
crab claws and dog teeth. He tethered the horses in the shade of
a stand of limber pine and led the anthropologist up through the
stiff-branched mountain mahogany to the overhang. Above
them reared corroded cliffs brilliant with orange lichen, pitted
with holes and ledges darkened by millennia of raptor feces.

The anthropologist moved back and forth scrutinizing the
stone gallery of red and black drawings: bison skulls, a line of
mountain sheep, warriors carrying lances, a turkey stepping into
a snare, a stick man upside-down dead and falling, red ochre
hands, violent figures with rakes on their heads that he said were
teather headdresses, a great red bear dancing forward on its hind
legs, concentric circles and crosses and latticework. He copied
the drawings in his notebook, saying rubba-dubba a few times.

That’s the sun, said the anthropologist who resembled an
unfinished drawing himself, pointing at an archery target, ram-
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ming his pencil into the air as though tapping gnats. That’s an
atlatl and that’s a dragonfly. There we go. You know what this is;
and he touched a cloven oval, rubbing the cleft with his dusty
fingers. He got down on his hands and knees, pointed out more,
a few dozen.

A horseshoe?

A horseshoe! The anthropologist laughed. No boy, it’s a
vulva. That’s what all of these are. You don’t know what that is,
do you? You go to school on Monday and look it up in the dic-
tionary.

It’s a symbol, he said. You know what a symbol is?

Yes, said Mero, who had seen them clapped together in the
high school marching band. The anthropologist laughed and
told him he had a great future, gave him a dollar for showing
him the place. Listen, kid, the Indians did it just like anybody
else, he said.

He had looked the word up in the school dictionary, slammed
the book closed in embarrassment, but the image was fixed for him
(with the brassy background sound of a military march), blunt
ochre tracing on stone, and no fleshy examples ever conquered his
belief in the subterranean stony structure of female genitalia,
the pubic bone a proof, except for the old man’s girlfriend whom
he imagined down on all fours, entered from behind and whin-~
nying like a mare, a thing not of geology but flesh.

Thursday night, balked by detours and construction, he was on
the outskirts of Des Moines and no farther. In the cinderblock
motel room he set the alarm but his own stertorous breathing
woke him before it rang. He was up at five-fifteen, eyes aflame,
peering through the vinyl drapes at his snow-hazed car flashing
blue under the motel sign SLEEP SLEEP In the bathroom he
mixed the packet of instant motel coffee and drank it black with-
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