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In a dusty panel truck with a slack transni ssion and no spare, Dougan
bunped into the cactus-|apped verges of Chi huahua Flats. He came nudged by a
fitful Texas sirocco, desperate to expand his territory. Behind him in the
cargo bay, a dozen or nore economy-size bags of NNR G Chunx in slick
doubl e-l1i ned red paper, the dogfood itself dry as potsherds and frangible as
ol d biscuits.

Even over the engi ne's bangi ng and backfires, Dougan, his good ear
cocked, could hear a deranging insect rustle in two or three of the bags.

Well. So what? How nuch could the bl amed roach borers eat?

About a block fromthe kennel, he began to brake. He rode the
rubberl ess pedal or else he fiercely punped it. The truck squealed in the
gust-driven desert blow, jounced in a perpetual sand scour; when it shuddered
to a rolling ebb, Dougan westled it into the crazed adobe driveway of the
kennel to which he had pointed it these past howevermany hours. Dead on the
ground, Dougan's truck neither sighed nor swayed.

A sign in the yard -- a huge red-cedar shake on oily chains, its
| etters heat-gouged out and dyed in char -- said MLLICENT T. CHALVERUS /

CH HUAHUA FLATS KENNELS / BOARDI NG * GROOM NG * BREEDI NG * SALES. It bucked
and twisted, its chains glinting, its face sun-shell acked.

The sprawl i ng house had a whitewashed m ssion | ook. Behind it, cockeyed
on the rattl esnake-peopl ed steppe, blazed a three-story concrete run with a
roof of terra-cotta macaroni hal ves.

Dougan pushed the door buzzer and got back through the wall a lizardly
metallic hiss. The sweat-plastered hair on his nape struggled to stand, giving
hi m an al nost pleasant chill -- so he buzzed again, and then again, |eaning
with his decent ear hard to the doorfrane.

Cone around! You got to cone around! said a speaker unit next to him a
grill like an Aztec medal lion

M ss?

_Come around! _ This so piercingly that Dougan nigh on to stunbled off
the porch. He recovered, though, and circled on a hurried linp to the
fenced-in conpound out back.

I"'mMIlie Chalverus, said the woman at the gate. Wo are you? Waddaya
want ? N why should | care?

She had green eyes bracketed by hard-to-see |laugh lines, skin like
cof f ee-col ored suede, and, shoehorned into a pair of
ebony- and- gol d- enbr oi dered pedal pushers, a haunch like a ripening natador's.
A velvety black haltertop crossed her upper torso. Her toenails peered up at
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Dougan from her scuffed huaraches |ike |lacquered violets. Ankles, mdriff,
shoul ders, arms: continents of glistening suede.

Talk to me, lover. | got stuff to do.
Dougan sai d, Vernester Dougan, Kennel Supplier
Zat so?

Yes, Mss. Qutta Lubbock. Specializin in high-protein,
super-vi tam ni zed bugproof feed. Not to nmention assordid n sundree groonin,
trainin, n recreational products.

How you do tal k. What you got beyond a downpat spiel?

M ss? Dougan's eyes bounced. A bowel south of his navel went slack and
took on a wi ndy cargo of doubt. So much skin. Such | akegreen eyes. A nouth you
could press a kiss on thout ever quite reachin her teeth.

By the way, Dougan. It's mam not miss. | got a little too nuch age on
me to truckle to mss.

Sorry, Dougan said.

Yeah. Well. Don't sweat it.

Beneath him a quick yip and a heliumhigh grow. A dog no bigger than
a heifer's stool had reared up against the chainlink gate. It had raised its
paltry brindl e hackles, and the fudge pools of its eyes stuck out like a
mantis's. Dougan coul d have snapped off those eyes and sent the dog on a
| ooping fieldgoal arc by slamm ng his boot against the gate. Except for Mllie
Chal verus, he woul d have surrendered to the idea and | aunched the nutt.

Instead he said, N ce dog.

He don't |ike you, Dougan. Thet's a fac.

He don't know ne. | only jes got here.

Conchos has a built-in sense bout folks. You don't tickle his fancy cep
nmebbe crossw se n backards.

Conchos, huh? Hey, Conchos, howya doi n? Dougan knelt in front of the
dog. He nmoved a forefinger toward Conchos with a thought to rubbing his nose
t hrough the nmesh, but Conchos | eapt against the gate, snarling and
pogo-sticki ng. Dougan fell over sideways.

Chal verus chortl ed. Dougan brushed hinsel f off.

Guess if Conchos don't like me, _you_ don't either, he said. CGuess |
got as nuch chanst to sell you on ny bidnus as | do to drop me a baby nex
Fri day.

Don't give up so quick

Man®?

Conchos cain't judge character worth a sue. Wiy, he'd bite Mot her
Teresa on the tush n lay a sloppy wet one on a liar like Alie North.

Dougan blinked in the magnesium gl are of the sun. To the northwest, a
hawk fl oated between Chal verus's stockade and the sal non and mint ridges of a
di stant ranpart. Bel ow Dougan's left eye, a tic began to cycle

I f Conchos don't |ike you, you nust be okay.

No shit? Dougan turned crinmson. Hs last word rang in the air like a
bell. No lie . | nmeant, no lie.

No Iie, Chalverus said. Wwynt you show me what you got?

Dougan recovered. Currying conbs? Choke chai ns? Bugproof feed? Jes nane
it nl"ll go gitter.

VWynt we try sonme food? Conchos aint gonna come round to you, honey,
for no choke chain or netal brush

Food it is. Good choice. Geat_choice. NR G Chunx're flat-out worth
their weight in Taos silver.

Dougan broke into a pebble-skittering trot. Thank God Conchos didn't
like him Stupid pile of crap. Wiy'd anybody own a chi huahua? Way' d a gor geous
gal like MIlie Chalverus _breed_ the bat-eared nidgets?

In the oven of his cargo bay, Dougan westled with the dogfood bags. He
scrutinized themall for punctures, tears, and bore holes, then selected out a
bag as glossily seam ess as the Messiah's robe. This one he toted in a G oucho
Marx crouch back to the kennel

As soon as the Chal verus woman | et himin, Conchos seized his trouser



cuff, snarling through clenched teeth and flapping |ike a pennant on his
instep until they reached a feeding area under a wi de green plastic awni ng.
Al along the three-tiered run next to it, a chorus of unseen caged chi huahuas
whi npered and vyi pped.

Chal verus cried, Let go, Conchos. _Let go!_

Conchos rel eased Dougan's cuff, reared like Trigger, and scuttled
hol us-bol us away, fussing without relent. Gateful, Dougan |owered the dogfood
bag and bent over it like a soldier over a gutshot buddy.

Thanks, he said. Miuch bliged. It jes gits hotter. As if to prove this
remark, clammy drooping sem circles had bl oomed under his workshirt's arns,
bi g cancerous splotches. He split the bag with his pocketknife and dol ed out

onto the concrete a handful -- a prodigal double handful -- of N.R G Chunx,
brickred pellets craggy as ow casts and burly as paperwei ghts. Conchos pricked
his ears, tilted his head, scented the spill, skipped fromfoot to foot like a

bal sawood puppet. Several chi huahuas on the tiers, also snelling the food,
began to yamrer and bay, a doggy munchkin choral e.

Awri ght, Dougan told Conchos. Come git yore picnic.

Conchos | ooked at Dougan, then at Chal verus, then at the nound of
N. R. G Chunx. Go on, Chalverus said. | don't mnd. Have yoreself a go. So
Conchos tiptoed over and tried to nouth a chunk, but not one in the pile was
| ess than half the size of his head. Conchos could not even crack a piece with
a forepaw on it to hold it down. Stym ed, he danced a bemused do-si-do,
| ooki ng up agai n at Chal verus.

You nust feed these boulders to St. Bernards, she said. O starvin
African pachyder s.

We give you a lot for yore noney.

Wll. It's useless to ne if Conchos n his sort cain't eat it. Nit
shore as shivers |ooks like they cain't.

Wait, said Dougan. Jes you wait. Qutside the run, he saw a
st eppi ngstone | ong and wide as a breadloaf. Gme a nnit, okay? He wedged
hi nsel f through the kennel gate while holding it ajar with an outstretched
| eg, prised up the stone, and eased back through the gate with it before him
at groin height, an honest-to-Jesus threat to herniate him See, he said. See,
now. He dropped the stone on the NNR G Chunx, picked it up, dropped it again.
He put one boot sole on the stone and ground it fromside to side. There. See.
He nudged the stone aside, disclosing a pile of rubbly fragnents and a scatter
of brickred powder.

Conchos pitter-pattered up and fell to. He chewed what he coul d,
cracking the kibbles in his jaw teeth, and |icked what he couldn't. He did a
little jig as he ate.

The put-up-or-shut-up test, Dougan said. The taste test. |I think this
stuff's done passed it. Don't you?

Looks thet way, Chalverus said. But am|l nyself gonna have to pul verize
ever bag | decide to buy?

None. No way. Place you a long-termorder n | prom se you plenty of
prepul veri zed N.R G Chunx whenever you ast.

Deal , Chal verus sai d.

She and Dougan shook hands. Her pal mand fingers, Dougan noted, had a
breezy dry silkiness. Even her calluses had a well-cared-for feel, as if she
refused to allow the desert any tyrannical say-so over the expression of her
wormanhood. \Wat a find, thought Dougan

* * * %

On Christmas Eve, four nonths later, Dougan married MIlie Chalverus in a
Catholic ceremony in the den of her house on the outskirts of Chihuahua Fl ats.
About seven years back, she had | ost her previous husband, Joseph Worrill, to

an oilfield fire between Mdl and and Odessa, Texas. Starting up Chi huahua

Fl ats Kennel s had rescued her fromthe blues and maybe even poverty, for the
bi ggest part of M. Worrill's insurance noney had gone to cover a slagheap of
out st andi ng debts. Dougan cared nothing for the petty facts of Chal verus's
past life, particularly her marriage and any earlier romances -- except



i nsof ar as her past, sprouting up as nenory or as unfinished business,
derail ed her happi ness or blighted his and her itenhood. Even today, the
rolling gravel in her laugh and her skin's swarthy flush coul d make Dougan
swoon st andi ng up.

| do, Chalverus had said, keeping her own nanme, as she had kept it with
M. Worrill (for business purposes and to feed her soul). Anyway, at that _|I
do_, Dougan had begun to live -- to live in sweet truth -- for the first tinme
since his release fromDooly Correctional Institution in Unadilla, Ceorgia,
where he'd spent five years on a DU unl awful -death conviction. (Driving
blotto on cheap corn liquor in Macon, he had fender-glanced with his pickup an
ol d worman wal ki ng hone. Except for a vicious bunp to his right ear, he had
killed her without half noticing.) Even operating his own shoestring
kennel - supply business in Lubbock had failed to drain from Dougan a nel anchol y
unease, and this subtly toxic ache had poi soned hi mon every | ong-distance
haul through the panhandle or across the hot alkaline flats of the Jornada de
Mierto. But one _I do_ had changed that, nullifying the poison

Dougan abandoned Lubbock. He threw over his kennel -supply business.
Chi huahua Fl ats Kennel s had work enough for two, and MIIlie Chal verus, now his
bel oved wi fe, had no objection to his com ng aboard and shoul dering a
man-si zed noiety of the I abor. He toted bags of chi huahua chow, hosed down the
runs, patched gaps in the chainlink, replaced fallen roof tiles, and haggl ed
at the doorstoop with jewelry-frei ghted hi gh-pressure sal esguys besotted with
their own stale hornmones and decades of worn-out macho propaganda. And so, in
many ways, the union of Vernester Dougan and MIIlie Chal verus seemed to Dougan
t he recipient of a sure-nough heavenly bl essing.

Conchos, though, never came around. He despi sed Dougan. He yapped
whenever Dougan entered the house. He tried to guard the naster bedroom
agai nst Dougan's certain arrival. Failing that, Conchos fell back to protect
the bed itself, an i nmense two-layer wheel under a spread of the sane
enbroi dered fabric from which Chal verus had made the pedal pushers in which
Dougan had first beheld her del ectable croup

Yip yip yip, went Conchos, yap yap yap, neanwhile snarling his outrage
and prancing in strategic if hopeless retreat. Dougan wore heavy suede gl oves
to deal with Conchos and al ways picked hi mup and noved hi m asi de whenever
such run-ins took place. It annoyed him Conchos's inplacable hatred al ong
with all the silly-ass threats, but Dougan never -- not once since the day of
his first NR G Chunx delivery -- felt the least urge to strangle Conchos,
dropkick himinto orbit, or render himunpeel able roadkill. Dougan had
resolved not to hurt Conchos because Chal verus | oved Conchos and what
Chal verus | oved Dougan respected unconditionally.

I love you, Chalverus told Dougan on their weddi ng night, but --

But what, babe?

But nmy soul -- ny deepest privatest heart -- is tucked away in thet
little dog. | jes cain't help it.

You don't have to, Dougan said. | respec whatsoever you love n'Il try
to love it nyself n hope thet one day Conchos'l| take to ne too.

Al t hough Dougan heard t he nobl eness of this pronouncenent, he found
that in town for his weekly haircut he had a hard tine being faithful to it.

Pet e Mbsquero, his barber, liked to rag hi mabout Conchos:

You don look to me |ike a chi huahua esorta guy.

No?

No. | jess refuse to blieve you |ike_em

| don't, Dougan said, but --

You see, | magi ne you an Espringer espaniel esorta guy or nebbe a
gol den retriever.

Thanks, but --

As | esee em chi huahuas are estupid popeyed prisses, n you got too
much class to be nessin w ddem

They' ve got their points.

Yeah. On the eends of their ears. Msquero | aughed at his own joke,



sclipping his scissors to punctuate it.

Back out at the kennels, Conchos's despisal of Dougan went unall ayed.
The dog chewed holes in his jockey shorts, shat in his Sunday oxfords, peed on
t he mahogany val et that Chal verus had given himas a wedding gift, and either
strewed about the house or punctured irreparably every foil-w apped condomin
a box of three dozen that Dougan had bought at Best Buy Drugs. Conchos
scrabbl ed at the bedroom door every tine Dougan and Chal verus grew anorous.
When they declined to adnmit himand nade | ove to spite him Conchos stood in
the hall baying like a plangently deflating balloon. If they did admit him
Conchos straddl ed Dougan's back and ai med penetrating nips at his nape and
shoul der bl ades. This m sbehavi or had earned Conchos the sharpest scol ding
he'd ever got in Dougan's hearing and a quick exile to the utility room

Couldn't we jes kennel himwhen we git frisky? Dougan said.

Why ?

| 1 ose concentration

| don't. Mim Mmm nmm _nmm .

S different for a man.

Yeah? Howso?

But Dougan coul d think of no explanation that did not inply that he
m ght surrender total focus on her even in the throes of climactical passion
So Conchos remained indoors, if not in their bedroom even when Cupid
attacked.

Qut si de the boudoir, Conchos played other games. He sat on the couch
bet ween Chal verus and Dougan. He guarded his daily allotnent of NR G
Chunkl etz -- chi huahua-si zed pi eces that the conpany had begun producing for
smal ler breeds -- as if fearful that Dougan nmight hijack it and eat it
hi nsel f. Conchos never carried any of his rubber squeak toys or his leash to
Dougan, and on early-nmorning wi nter wal ks through the cacti he refused to take
a dunp until Dougan's lips had visibly blued and his bladder had grown as taut
as a volleyball. Oten, once Dougan had unzi pped and nmade steam Conchos woul d
give in and unl oad, eyeballing himfroma crayfishing squat that only a smart
al eck coul d have choreographed.

Little dog, Dougan woul d say, you nmake me sad.

But not sad enough to go back to the bottle. And, setting aside the
hatred of one nul eheaded chi huahua, he viewed his new life with Chal verus as
char ned.

* * * %
| have a new idea for our bidnus, Vernester

Yeah. Like what?

Races.

VWhaddaya nean, _races_? Dougan stood baffled, transfixed by the
appl egreen fire in Chalverus's eyes.

Chi huahua races. Daily doubles. Trifectas. The whol e everlovin
pari - nut uel schneer.

Ha ha.

S no joke, honey. It's legal for greyhounds, idnit? Wiy not for ny
little Toltec babies?

I don't know why not, Dougan said.

So they built it. O, nigh on to singlehandedly, Dougan did, a track
not much bi gger around than the public swinm ng pool in Tucantari, with two
sets of seven-tiered bl eachers on the eastern side so that paying spectators
woul d not have to peer like nuclear-test observers into a blazing sun when the
evening races started and the first nine to twelve chi huahuas broke |ike
wi ndup toys fromthe miniature gates.

From t he begi nni ng, business at Chi huahua Fl ats Racel and booned, even
if the dogs thenselves failed in heat after heat to have a |like inpact on the
sound barrier. Breeders fromacross the country fell upon Dougan and
Chalverus's little town to strut their dogs and place flashy wagers. By nid
April, sometines as many as two hundred peopl e occupi ed the stands; and on
that redletter night in early May when the one-thousand-and-first chihuahua



hit the track for its mmiden handi cap, the raceland noted the event with a
barrel drawi ng, a cowboy band from Portal es, and a vi deo-cassette gi veawnay.

Dougan announced. As the bell rang to start each heat, he intoned over
t he public-address system _"There ... goes ... Ricky!"_ and the nechanica
rat that paced the chi huahuas on a nmobile pole lurched out to a herky-jerky
| ead, heading around the track via a concatenation of twitches and fits. Maybe
a dozen tinmes since the racel and' s opening, the |ead chi huahua had caught, or
caught up to, Ricky, but owing to the rat's size -- it stood al nost as high at
the withers as the pursuing dogs, else even patrons w th binocul ars woul d have
had a hard go seeing it -- no dog had yet halted R cky or dragged Ri cky off
its jerkily advancing | ever. Dougan thought it unlikely that even a _pack_ of
chi huahuas, cooperating as stranger dogs al nost never did, could pull down
Ri cky and turn a decent nobney heat into a yel ping group feed.

Dougan enjoyed calling the races, updating the odds, and introducing
such cel ebs as the owner of the biggest |ocal car deal ership, the | atest
honecom ng queen, and the weatherman at the NBC affiliate in El Paso. But
Conchos, the winner of four tiptop stakes races and a first or second runnerup
in several others, |iked Dougan no better. Floodl anps burned through half
their nights, and Chal verus often seenmed distracted by success, drunk on the
pi cayune details of public relations, concessions stocking, and the twelve
t housand applicable state and federal tax | aws. Such crap nmade Dougan |ong for
the desert serenity of Chihuahua Fl ats before the boom Sonetinmes, then, he
took a beer; sonetines, even, a hit of the hard stuff.

Chal verus throve. An interviewer froma TV newsnagazi ne asked her
guesti ons agai nst the backdrop of the sawdust track and its electronic
t ot eboard, the hubbub of spectators, touts, bettors, and boozy hangers-on
count erpoi nting the audio:

VWhat | ed you to open a chi huahua track, M. Chal verus?

The chi huahuas. Wat el se?

Why not cocker spaniels or mniature poodl es?

| knew when ny first hubby died thet whatever | did had to have a
really cheerful grounding in ny owmn selfhood. It also had to like start with
t he Chal verus sound. Thet was ny first true ch-ch-ch-chall enge

Chal | enge?

To nyself. To ny womanly Chal verus spirit. At first, you see, |
figgered chinchillas. A chinchilla ranch. For the furs n the cheap cheeky

gl anour .

Ckay. What killed that idea?

Havin to kill the chinchillas. A so, you cain't cuddle em They have a
odor n they bite. You have to kill emto git any use fromem The pelts don't

cone off thout you brain the varmnts then flat-out strip off their skins.

So you turned to chi huahuas?

Didn't want to cherry-pick. O charmrattl esnakes. O try out for
cheerl eader. N chow dogs're too danged nean.

Tell us, Ms. Chalverus, who's your little friend?

Oh. Hin? Thisere's Conchos. Say hello to all the fol ks, Conchos.

Dougan, standing back, watched his w fe take Conchos's paw and wave it
at the nation.

Cute dog, said the interviewer.

Thanks. My soul lives in this little dickens. Hmn ne're jes like
this. She crossed her fingers. So to speak

How does your new husband and busi ness partner feel about the col ossa
upheaval in your lives, M. Chalverus?

Dougan? Dougan honestly | oves me. Whatsoever | |ove, even a persnickety
n possessive little booger |ike Conchos, well, he tries hard to |ove, hinself.

So he's _happy_ with a thousand-and-one chi huahuas aswarmin your
backyar d?

Shore. Who wouldn't be? We're doin what we love n gittin royally flush
in the doin.
But Dougan wasn't happy, and he didn't |ove Chi huahua Fl ats Racel and,



and Conchos's spiteful ness gnawed like a true _raton_ (rat) at his bruised and
tender _alma_ (soul). This condition was so painful, and yet so inward, that

it billyclubbed hi mwhen Chal verus, |less than a week after her interview,

recei ved a medi cal diagnosis of inoperable pancreatic cancer. Before he could
chew up and swall ow this news, she had to start a series of radiation and
chemical treatments in Las Cruces. Her hair let go. Her skin turned sall ow and
squanmpus. Her eyes played daily host to floating graygreen clouds.

By the end of sunmer, Chal verus was so sick that it hardly nmattered
except to her, in which venue, public or private, she forsook the struggle and
di ed. So Dougan brought her home. PR guys, ganbl ers, and uni nformed chi huahua
breeders still stopped by occasionally, but all racing activity had | ong since
ceased, and Dougan knew in his bones that Chal verus had contracted her
term nal di sease as an apology to himand a huge unrepayable gift. He said as
much, in rougher words, as Chal verus |ay abed ami dst the air-conditioner drone
and the brittle night hush of the desert.

Nonsense, she said. Thet's all pure nonsense.

It ain"t, babe. It purely ain't.

Li ssen, you. | had to've had this damm ol cancer _before_ we even begun
our raceland. Had_to've. If | hadn't, | wouldn't be this far along to

She stopped, not for her benefit but his. They both knew dyi ng was the
mssing fill-in-the-blank word, and even unspoken it dropped between themlike

a wal |

You think I got sick apurpose?

Dougan sat with his |long hands hol ding the insides of his knees and his
| ong eyes downcast in craven abashnent. Even so, he managed a nortified nod.

Si ck apurpose? To give us cause to undo the nightly to-do round here? S
t het what you think? Tell ne.

Yessum | do.

I got me a cancer to nmake you happy?

Yessum You're like selfless thet way.

Awri ght then. Let me ast you. You happy?

Course not. How could | be? You think I'd trade off nmy precious wfe
dead jes for some |ousy quiet?

Chal verus roll ed her face toward Dougan on her pillow and sniled. No,
she said. | never thought thet off the top of nmy brain or deep down in its
ki nks, neither one. Which shorely orter tell you sonepin, |over.

Dougan began to cry. He kept |ooking down, though, and his tears
pl unked t he backs of his dangling hands |ike beads of hot candl ewax.

On the bed besi de Chal verus, Conchos fought to his feet, peeled back
hi s whi skery lip, and grow ed at Dougan in pitiable quivering disdain.
Chal verus took Conchos's snout between her thunb and forefinger, tugged on his
papi er-mache skull, and in spite of her weakness easily rolled himover.

Hush thet disrespecful noise. You silly cur you

Dougan swept a forearm across his eyes and | ooked over at Chal verus
with a question or maybe just a thanks.

Take care of Conchos when | go, she said. Do what you want with them
ot hers, but save Conchos to home. Promn se?

Babe, you know nme. You _know_ ne.

Thet's right. | do. | shorely do. N the Lord Il repay.

A week | ater, eased through at |least a stint of her going by old Eddie

Arnol d songs and a norphine drip, MIlie Chalverus forsook the struggle and
di ed.

Conchos, sitting on her sheeted mdriff, lifted a | ong bittersweet
how .

* * * %

Dougan sol d nost of the chi huahuas in the kennel's runs and shut down its top
two floors. He remained in Chihuahua Flats. He remained in his late wife's
house. He fed and watered Conchos, who went on eyeing hi maskance, hitching
growmy rides on his trouser cuffs, eating his socks, and awakening him from
dreans of Chalverus with vanpire nips at his earl obes, fingers, and groin. But



Dougan forbore, in obedience to the deathbed charge, Take care of Conchos.

One evening a nonth after the funeral, Chal verus appeared to Dougan in
t he kennel yard as he played hose water over the concrete in slate-thin tides.
In haltertop, pedal pushers, and a wavery cape, she hovered three feet off the
ground between a storage shed and the nmultilevel runs. Her image had so little
substance, so little hue, that it |ooked to have faded froma hard nediumlike
china onto a flinmsy one like rice paper or old silk. It rippled as it hung,
melting and remanifesting in the twilight |like a Jornada del Mierto mrage.

Dougan, she said. Dougan

This voice -- no question that it was hers -- sounded distant and
tinny, like Franklin Delano Roosevelt on the radio. The voice startled him
t hough, even nore than had the apparition. It startled himso nmuch that he
unwittingly put his thumb over the hose's nozzle and sprayed the floating
eidolon of his wife with a piercing burst. Chal verus bill owed backward,

di ssolving on the fusillade, and then came together again, wavering, nuch
di mmer than before.

Babe, I'msorry, he cried. Real real sorry.

| cain't stay, she said. | ain't got the strenth. But I'"'mwth you
al ways anyways n won't ever wholly depart.

Li ke Jesus? he said.

Li ssen, honey, | love you. Even if, as thisere proclaimn shade, |'ve
got to fade off to Lethe. So to speak

You only jes got here. You cain't go.

Don't beg ne, now |I'mleavin you with a conforter

It's too danged hot for a conforter. Dougan flung the hose aside and
trotted wet-faced toward the nmelting spectral fignent that was, or had been
MI1lie Chal verus.

_Adios! _ she called in her fading cathedral -radio voice. To God, ny
darlin!

VWhen Dougan went inside that night, Conchos stood guarding the circular
bed. The dog growl ed, feinting forward and back. Dougan opened the top drawer
in his chest-of-drawers, found his gloves, pulled themon

Hush, you popeyed rat, he said. Then he picked Conchos up, carried him
in outstretched hands to the bedroom door, set himdown gently in the hall
and, ashaned for even considering such an act, slanmed the door on himwth a
bang that shook wi ndows and toppled bric-a-brac. He slept soundly, though, a
dream ess sl unber of scouring purity.

In the norning, Conchos greeted Dougan with a wiggly butt, a toothy
chi huahua grin, and an ecstatic four-footed jig. When Dougan wal ked to the
ki tchen, Conchos followed at heel, yipping in excitement and homage rat her
than in provocation or spleen. Qutdoors, Conchos took care of business in two
mnutes flat and returned to the utility room for breakfast. \Wen Dougan
poured NNR G Chunkletz into his bow, Conchos |icked Dougan's hands; when
Dougan pivoted to | eave, Conchos reared up and begged for a noggin rub

What in heavenly rip's got into you?

Mmm Conchos whi ned. My¥m mmm _nmm .

And Dougan knew. Chal verus had sent hima conforter. He |let Conchos
finish eating, then scooped himup, perched himin the crook of his arm and
took a rem niscent stroll through every roomin the house and across every
sandy stretch of his and Chalverus's arid acreage, however
G | a- monst er - haunt ed or boobytrapped with cacti. As they went, Dougan rurmured
sweet nothings to the dog, and Conchos rode like a raj in a howdah, lordly as
all get-out. Fromthat day forward, in fact, Conchos went everywhere with
Dougan.

Even to the barbershop.

Esorry bout your |oss, Msquero said, trinmmng Dougan's hair as Conchos
sat upright one swivel chair away.

Thanks, Dougan said. But the dead can do things the livin cain't.

Mosquero had no reply to this epigram He clipped and sni pped.
Eventual |y he said, | never esaw you as a chi huahua esorta guy.



You didn't, huh?

Course not. They're aw |like that one. Mdsquero waved at Conchos with
his comb. Ugly little rats. Deesgustin popeyed prisses. You nusta had to take
himto the vet or esonepin, eh?

Mym sai d Dougan

That one he's an especial |augh, eh? No nore hair than a piglet. Legs
like crippled finger bones. A face |ike one of them pickle-jar abortions.
nean, it's --

Dougan knocked Mbsquero's hand away and junped fromthe chair. No nore
insults! he cried. Not another nasty word! O 1'll danged shore deck yore ass!

Easy, Mosquero said, conducting a cal mdown synphony with his open
hands.

Easy? We're sick of yore insults!

I"mjess talkin, honbre. It's jess ny esane ol haircuttin esorta way of
time passin.

VWll, don't do it like thet no norel

Ckay. O kay_. You got my esol emm word.

Dougan and Mosquero held a I ong wary | ook. Conchos perched attentively
in his swivel chair, a lopsided grin on his snout. Dougan sat again, and
Mosquero resumed cutting his hair with a sharp _sclip!_ of the scissors.

Alittle later, taking care to say it behind Dougan's bad ear, Modsquero
whi spered, But he's _estill_ ugly.
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