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JOHN WAYNE, RIGHT AND TRUE 
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I N THE YARD BY THE DODE HOUSE, SHE COULD SEE 
the hired man holding Francie-one hand round her little 
ribs and one, thick-fingered hand on her bottom. They 

were laughing. They were spinning and laughing, laughing 
and spinning. The hired man was holding Francie, and 
Francie was holding on tight. Her dress twirling up in the sun. 

Who was watching was Ruby, who was me as a teenager, 
me as just a girl, and the sister of that child. Sister of Francie 
and of little Louise. When Ruby looked up, she could see the 
hired man now lifting her Francie high up on his shoulders. 
Or was it Francie climbing? Was her sister the one pawing her 
feet against his shirt front, squeezing her knees round the back 
of his neck? They are playing, Ruby said to herself. My little 
sister likes this big, hired man, and they are playing a little girl's 
game. What they wanted most in 1952 was to believe that 
everything was always okay. 

"Bull," Louise said. "What about the bull?" 
For that was what they were there for. They'd come out to 

the ranch to deliver the bull. They'd driven out in the truck 
with the bull in the back, and the hired man was to help her 
unload it. When he got down from the mountain he would 
put up a ramp, and then Ruby and her sisters would drive 
back to town. Or if it was light enough, they would. If he 
showed up in time for them to get home before dark. And if 
not, they were to sleep in the dode house, in the loft above 
where the hired men slept. 

So Ruby had brought her two little sisters. Because the dode 
house was one-roomed and crusted over with dust. And this 
bull was as thick and as loud-breathing as a rodeo. And the 
hlred man, when he laughed, laughed with a sliver of bull's 
horn sticking out the comer of his dry, wide mouth. Her little 
sisters would cry to go home no matter how dark it got. 

But now there was Francie, spinning round and round in 
the arms of the hired man. There was Louise, aiming at him 
her rubber-band gun, ready to blast him if he didn't put down 
Francie and give her a turn. And there was Ruby, watching the 
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sun slip down behind the red hills, twisting the toe of her left 
leather shoe into the red dirt and whispering, 'John Wayne 
would have just shut the truck door behind us. John Wayne 
would have called me ma'am." John Wayne would also never 
have put his gntty arm around her with Bart Frye's whole 
family watching. 

Which was the real reason to get Francie off the hired man 
and the bull off the truck: because John Wayne had come to 
town, to their tiny Utah town to make The Conquerol; maybe 
his biggest movie ever. They had John Wayne in person. 
Talking his slow, sweet talk and walking so far back on his 
heels that he alone proved that everything was right and true 
in America. Which it must have been, because the newspaper 
had announced that this movie would need extras. And it 
would be even more right and true if Ruby were chosen to be- 
come one of the hundreds of Mongolian concubines dressed in 
flowing white robes at the feet of Genghis Khan. She might be 
in a movie. She might be discovered. John Wayne might see in 
her the metallic shimmer that would catapult her to stardom 
and out of the shrunken humiliation that now defined her in 
this town. She looked at her watch. 

"What about the bull?" she called. "Mama said." 
Louise steadied her gun on the fender of the truck and shot 

a rubber band off it. 'Yeah. Mama said," she echoed. 
What their mother had said was that if you want to drive 

the truck, then load up the prophet's bull and drive it on out to 
the ranch. Because there's a damn lot of work to be done these 
days. A damn lot of cows dymg. She said if you're big enough 
to drive, then you're big enough to help out. And as Ruby 
chugged the truck away from the curb Mama said, "You girls 
be nice to the hired man now." 

Now the hired man lifted Francie, up onto the highest cross 
bar of the gate, where Ruby could see her dusty underpants. 
He turned toward Ruby and looked her straight in the eye. 
"What? What'd your mama say?" the offensive hand held be- 
hind him, hooked into his belt by four crudded-over fingers. 

Their mother had really said, "You be nice to Thacker, now," 
which was his name but not what Ruby called him anymore. 
She stood still. She waited. He stepped toward her. In her 
mind loomed images of Susan Hayward and Scarlet O'Hara 
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tossing back their heads and slapping men's faces. So when the 
hired man was so close she could have spit on his sunburned 
lip without moving her feet, Ruby said, "She said for you to get 
that damn bull off that blasted truck and get us the hell home 
before the fat hot sun went down." She said it slow and 
straight into his boots, flared her nostrils like the bull in the 
back. The hired man's boots, mudded clear up the ankles like 
any old hired man's boots, moved away, and there was only the 
ripped-out toe stitches of Ruby's own shoe. And her quivering 
knees. 

Yes. There was nothing wrong now: the hired man was 
doing his job, and Ruby was waiting, taking charge now, 
thinking it was over, that she had left her mousy self behind. 
But those were the days when one-eyed lambs and goats born 
with their heads inside out were God's sensational reprimand 
for unrighteousness. When order was a matter of will. See? 
Francie and Louise were counting out loud a pile of nails-no- 
body could have told them how quietly she had let this hired 
man's hot hand slide up and down her arm. And the hired man 
was d r a ~ n g  the planks to the tail gate, turning the prophet's 
savior bull on its rope until it was snorting and stamping out 
and off the truck-he had never touched her since. Not a 
cloud in the sky there. Ruby was sixteen years old and had the 
keys in her hand. John Wayne was in the desert waiting for 
her. 

"There you have it," he said after it all, the bull shut up in- 
side the gate, Francie and Louise pounding their nails into the 
wall of the dode house. "There you have it, missy miss. So get 
you all and your sisters on out of here." He flashed his silvered- 
over side teeth as if nothing had ever happened. 

And they were ready to drive away Ready to charge back to 
where John Wayne was. They would leave Thacker's sony face 
with this sacred, stamping bull and this waning herd of cattle 
with its two-headed calves and its tumored udders, and they'd 
head for the bathtub and the lipstick and the Hollywood hair 
setting gel. This unmannered hired man did not shut the truck 
door behind them. He did not tell them how carefully to drive. 
In the circle of mirror out her left-hand window, Ruby watched 
the hired man fade out into the trail of dust she drove up. 
Francie leaned out her window and yelled, "See you later, 
Thacker." Louise said, "Thacker Thacker Thacker Thacker." 

w HEN the bull had been in the back, the truck had 
been full of the smell of grunt and sweat. The bull 
had been bought straight from the prophet's own 

herd, pulsing with the saving power of God, the heaviness of 
muscle, the sound of big open nostrils and the taste of salt in 
their teeth. Francie yelled out the yells she said she would yell 
in the bull-riding rodeos, and Louise yelled back that grls 
could not ride bulls, and Francie pounded her hands against 
the dash and shouted oh yes, she was going to be a cowboy 
like John Wayne with a gun or a knife in every pocket. And 
Thacker was going to take her up on the mountain to watch 
the fire ball float overhead. And Ruby shouted, too, that fire 
ball schmire ball, she was going to watch the stars. With the bull 
in the back the truck had weighed so heavy that the ruts and 

the ditches had all flattened into one lunge of road before 
them. All the energy of the world had been radiating out of the 
shout of the girls and the push of the bull and the billow of 
dust all around them. 

But on the way home, there was nothing. Everything. Just 
Francie staring out the window and Louise already asleep, 
Ruby's hands on the wheel on the empty dirt road. The three of 
them trundling across the empty desert under the darkening 
sky until coming up on the right side of the road rose the gate 
to Bart Frye's father's ranch. And the twilight purpled to the 
exact colors it had flashed against Bart Frye's mouth on the 
night he had leaned into his older brother and whispered some 
words, both of them staring at the hired man's arm around her, 
all of them standing in a circle of people around his father and 
her father and three, three-legged calves. "God's damned pun- 
ishment," they were saymg. And Ruby's father was saymg, "I'm 
getting me a bull from the prophet, my hell. That'll save these 
damned cows." But the boys were looking at Ruby standing 
stiff still. 

If she turned a fast left around Esplin's hay field, she could 
go home by way of the back side of the Black Hill and avoid 
Frye's ranch all together. She could cut them off, twist their 
mushrooming faces out of her vision. "We're going another 
way," is what she said when Francie jumped up. 

"What other way?" Francie said. 
"Behind the Black Hill," she said. "Out by where the movie's 

going to be." Which was not exactly true. It was not the way to 
the movie set at all. But it could become the way, the long way 
Because John Wayne might be out there that very moment, sit- 
ting around a campfire in a purple gown and turban waiting 
for the morning when every pretty g r l  in town would be 
standing in a line. "It will help me know how to be," she said. 
After all, it couldn't hurt. 

And after all, she could not possibly drive past Frye's front 
gate. They could still be there. The entire Frye family could still 
be standing around the gate these two weeks later, Bart's crew 
cut brothers saymg, "Did you see her freeze up like a fence 
post?" And Bart looming over her, repeating again and again the 
one most humiliating thing a person had ever in her life said to 
her: "All you had to do was step away from him." Because he 
was right. It was what she could have done. The heroine of John 
Wayne would have stepped back on one heel and slapped her 
slender fingers across his gntty face. Would have said something 
smart like, "You keep your warty hands off of me," loud enough 
to humiliate him, to take control. But Ruby had not thought of 
it. She had stood there, brittle, with her eyes exploding, in front 
of all of Bart's brothers and even his older sister, with the hired 
man's drunken arm around her shoulders and his palm sliding 
up and down her upper arm. And they had watched her not say 
one word. Her implosion, her disappearance, the hired man's 
own personal cover up. Surely they saw then that Ruby would 
live the rest of her insignificant life in this hot desert town with 
strands of limp hair falling out from her bun and down around 
her sallow face, manied to some man who did not love her. 
With her hands still gnpping the big, black steering wheel, she 
said, 'John Wayne John Wayne John Wayne John Wayne" until 
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What if the hired man touched Ruby again, and what if she still could not speak? 
John Wayne's heroine would have humiliated him, taken control. 

the faces were gone and he was there in her mind in all his life 
saving glory. 

"How come we didn't stay at the dode house?" Francie said. 
"We were supposed to stay at the dode house." 

"Because of John Wayne tomorrow," Ruby said. "I have to 
get ready" Francie stared at her until she added, "Because you 
were buggng the hired man. How is he supposed to get that 
special bull out to the cows with you two climbing on his 
neck?" Because what if the hired man touched her again, and 
what if she still could not speak. Because even cows knew that 
when they are touched by something, they could bristle and 
snort it away. 

"Nuh-uh," Francie said. "You're just jealous because he likes 
me best and I'm only nine." 

And what if the hired man had put his arm around Francie? 
Was it Ruby's job to protect her? Nobody had ever told Ruby 
what to say Francie would figure it out for herself, and Ruby 
would not be there to watch. Ruby shifted gears, accelerated. 

Francie said, "And Louise is five and he likes her better than 
you." And when Ruby still did not respond, she said, "And 
you're a teenager, and Thacker doesn't even like you at all." 

"Shut up," Ruby said. 7ust shut your face." And Francie 
did. She said, "See?" and then she leaned her elbow and her 
chin out the window of the truck. Ruby drove and drove. 

There was nothing to talk about then, nothing to say but to 
look at the spray of their headlights on the road and to calcu- 
late how this road might lead to the set of the movie in the 
canyon. The lights were far apart, one at a time on the horizon, 
moving along the ground as slow as planets. There was no re- 
membering if this next road continued straight or if it curved 
around and back and sent her off into the wilderness. No indi- 
cation if they were getting closer or farther. And certainly no 
suspicion that John Wayne would catch cancer here, with all 
the apocalyptic sensation of the biggest man alive, or that Ruby 
would one day wake up to be me, on my own in a cafe in 
Spain, watching two American girls get their passports taken. 

PAGE 32 AUGUST 1998 



Ruby knew what to do next, outside of town and ranch in 
the anonymous desert. She knew to keep going, to keep 
forgng along the way John Wayne would do. That soon she 
would amve at the big, red sand dune where Genghis Khan 
would conquer for the woman he loved. That out in the 
movies, she could anive on the scene with her head slightly 
back and her eyes slightly closing, and this would be the 
movie that would save her life. 

And when at last it happened, when in the middle of the 
night, Ruby and her sleeping sisters came upon the cluster of 
closed-up trailers in the desert, she coasted her truck into the 
very middle of them. There was not one person watching 
when Ruby climbed onto the hood of the truck. No one to see 
that with a stick for a cigarette and her hair splayed across the 
hood of the truck, just for a moment she splayed herself 
against the window in the pose of a Hollywood star. B 

SABBATH DAYS 
Mornings in the driveway just off Main 
the poplars preached about the weather 
and the slightest mythical breeze brought 
a bending and a buzzing like locusts 
in the greening garden where my mother 
grew alone and the rain 

even the least punishing 

drove the branches inward clingmg to themselves 
young limbs dropping like eyelids 

repentant and drowning in sorrow older 
than the oldest of these pioneers the trees 
so old the purest sun immolated their leaves 
and tossed them flame yellow and crackling 
in the broken cement 

of our pathway 

where in snow they stood in a trance 
an occasional twig losing its balance 
and falling farther into white and deep 
where there were no answers but my father's 

in any such weather anyone walking 
on the slow way 

on a fractured day 
to sunday school in the new yellow dress 
just before the scraped and bleeding 

fall 
prayed hard 
for any preacher 
but these the poplars 

-DAWN BAKER BRIMLEY 
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