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WALLER COUNTY STUDENT FARMERS COLLECTIVE
by Walker Dollahon
Rusty Gruene eased the battered, maroon Ford truck along the curb adjacent to the tin roofed stalls, stole a quick backward glance at his rearview towards the ancient cattle hauler hitched to his bumper, then turned off the ignition, the wheezy vehicle shuttering to an eventual halt.  Pulling out a half empty can of Copenhagen short-cut, he pinched out a lip full of bitter black and noticed that the parking lot was already filling up nicely with other trucks and haulers, other kids, some younger that himself, some a bit older, animals of every barnyard stock being led by bridles towards the stalls.  These were the kids of the Waller County Student Farmers Collective, a sun-basked square of thistly Texas Hill Country lodged like an ingrown toenail between San Antonio and Austin, the proud descendents of German, Polish, and Czech immigrant farmers who made this once barren land thrive through gritting teeth and hungry eyes.

“Time to get her done,” Rusty whispered, a fresh reservoir of saliva welling up against the tobacco packed tightly against his lower lip.  

The tall, thin red-headed boy stepped out of the cab and ambled along the side of the trailer.  Inside, he could hear the animal pushing gently against the sideboards, the animal’s hooves sliding against sand and rock, the faint smell of wet hide wafting in from the darkness.  Tufts of white and gray fur spackled with almost bluish highlights bulged slightly between the railings.  Rusty reached out and stroked the animal, cooing gently.  Almost lost within himself, he barely heard the crackle of boots on gravel rising up behind him.  


“What’s your handle, son?”


Rusty turned around and saw the official, a middle-aged farmer, beet-faced and lean, swaddled in faded denim on the bottom and a white button-down starched so severely it could cut glass at the shirt’s folds.  On the man’s breast pocket a red, comically large badge was pinned.  On the badge, stenciled with white letters:  “Waller County Student Farmers Semifinals” and under that, “Dale Knesek – Judge”.


“Name is Rusty Gruene,” the boy solemnly replied.  


“Name of the animal and desired entry?”


“Cool Whip,” said Rusty.  “Full-sized donkey category.”


The judge scribbled something on a dog-eared notepad, frowning, his tongue rolling across his thin lips as if in search of escaped crumbs from a morning biscuit, laboring over the dotted i’s and crossed t’s.  At last he finished the paperwork, pulled off a sticker and handed it to Rusty.


“Here you go,” the judge said, turning on his heels.  “Go ahead and take your animal to Stall #37, then go to the reception tent down there to the left ways.”


“You can save your time and just give me that blue ribbon right now.”


The judge stopped in his tracks.  “What was that?”


“I said, why don’t you just give me that big, ‘ol blue ribbon right now?  Don’t even need no showing.  Save everybody their morning.”


The judge gazed numbly at the smirking youth.  “Is that so?” he asked.  


“Damn right, it’s so,” said Rusty.  He was rocking on his heels, two bony arms folded across his chest.


“You ain’t going to win nothing with that dip in your mouth,” the judge said. “This here’s a school sponsored deal.  I would remove that if I was you.”


Rusty slowly dug two fingers into his mouth and pulled out the wet slug which he flicked to the ground.  “Suit yourself, but I tell you, that ribbon’s got Cool Whip’s name on it.” 


The judge crunched his lips together, as if he was about to say something, then decided at the last minute not to, pivoted back around and walked away. 


The freckled boy walked over to the trailer’s back gate and briefly rested his fingers on the ledge.  There she was.  Cool Whip in all her full, donkey-like glory.  Well, actually it was the back of her, but even from this view anyone could tell that she was a resplendent example of her kind, all the right points, with a sterling pedigree.  Rusty’s eye caught something and he frowned – he could see a blemish - an unfortunate dollop of donkey crap that clung precariously from a thatch of wild hair along Cool Whip’s backside.  He would take care of that blemish well before first appraisal, but still, he knew he had a winner on his hands.


Again Rusty was surprised by the approach of someone behind him.  “You like your chances?”


Rusty heard the baying voice behind him and knew immediately who it was – “Field”, also known as Jake Bunion, twin brother of “Stream”, a.k.a., Mitch Bunion – Rusty’s bosom associates from within the ranks of the Winthrop High’s Student Farmers, one of Waller County’s six senior high schools.  Jake and Mitch had long been saddled with the nicknames Field and Stream because of their much lauded skills at hunting and fishing respectively.  


“Don’t you know it,” said Rusty.  “Knew from the moment I got her I had a champion.  Those judges are going to piss themselves dry when they first see this here jenney.”



“She sure is sweet through and through, no doubt about that,” said Field.  “Who else has seen her?”


“Besides you and Stream?  Just Pa and Ma, Sidney, and Dr. Bolton, the veterinarian.  I’ve tried to keep her hush-hush,” said Rusty.  “Wanted her debut to be truly…”  Rusty struggled for the appropriate word.  “…royal-like.”


“Royal-like?” mused Field.  “I like that.  Like a queen, huh?  That’s alright.”  Field was now also stroking Cool Whip’s hindquarters in admiration.  He felt he had a decent shot with Extra Lovable, his prized pig, but knew that it was Rusty who would most likely be taking home a prized blue ribbon that day.  Ever since Rusty had called him over to his ranch eleven months earlier to show him the baby donkey, a boy wild with excitement, he had been folded up into his best friend’s mad quest.  From a pink, quivering thing atop a mat of straw, Field had witnessed the slow but steady development of a champion stock animal.  Finally, this was the moment of Rusty’s twin triumph and redemption; the moment of Cool Whip’s public unveiling.  


“What you going to do with the prize money?” asked Field.  


“How many times do I have to tell you?” muttered Rusty.  “Ain’t no prize money.  It ain’t nothing but scholarships.”             


“Scholarships?  That’s right.  Hell, what are you going to do with scholarships anyway?” cackled Field.  “Go to college or something?”  


Field was competing with Extra Lovable more for the companionship than for any hope of actually winning.  Therefore, he really didn’t pay attention to the contest’s logistics.  Facts and figures had a way of slipping through his skull anyway. 


“Maybe I will, maybe I won’t,” said Rusty absently, still patting Cool Whip.  “Either way, this beast is going to shine.”


Rusty’s hand glided over the ass.  The animal’s coat sprayed under his fingers.  He remembered the long hours, the early mornings, the late night visits, the agony when Cool Whip contracted that strange eye disease, and the countless hours spent in Joe Ben Oliphant’s ranch clearing brush with a rusted, loose-handled machete trying to raise money for the beast’s medical bills.  He had poured his heart and soul into the ass and now Cool Whip was going to reestablish the Gruene name within the gilded halls of Waller County animal husbandry.  The stain of Rusty’s entry from last year, the chicken formally known as Captain Cluck, would be erased forever.  Since that embarrassment Rusty hadn’t touched a piece of fowl.  He now lived almost exclusively on Yoo-Hoos and cheese and crackers.






#


Rusty towed Cool Whip from the hauler, led her across the paved parking lot behind the Triple AAA baseball stadium (“Home of the Meridian Mosquitoes”), and into the large slipshod building that would house the animals.  Stall #37 was empty and Rusty positioned the donkey inside and set down his threadbare black leather duffel bag, his “bag of tricks”, as he liked to call it.  He brushed the animal with a felt-tipped brush, manically polished the tops of her hooves until a “two bar” shine could be seen from the twin, thin-beamed fluorescent lights that hung from the ceiling.  He picked the fecal chucks from Cool Whip’s buttock then buffed and rebuffed her rear flank.  When he was done, he applied the finishing touch, a light spritz of Brut cologne.  


Dozens of other kids strolled through the tent with their animals.  Field and Stream were now with their beasts, Field’s aforementioned Extra Lovable and Stream’s huge, beady-eyed rooster, Poppin’ Fresh.  As parents were not allowed within the confines of the contestants’ stalls the only adults present were a few Student Farmers officiates, some teacher sponsors, and a handful of local media personalities.  


Man, it would be sweet to be on the evening news, thought Rusty to himself. 


From his Bag of Tricks, Rusty brought forth a dizzying array of utensils – items both common within the circles of animal beauty contest applicants like brushes of all types, Brasso-tipped rags, eyelash curlers, and perfume bottles, but also items both novel and obscure, not to mention vaguely menacing, unique to only Rusty Gruene.  Items like the bottom half of a weed whacker, the rusted spooler from the gutted insides of a discarded Orange Julius blender, an antique flat iron.


Like a fiend the boy worked on the animal, a broadening sweat stain erupting across his back as he feverishly brushed, buffed, curled, perfumed, and polished, oblivious to the whirly-burl around him.                     


Eventually, after Field and Stream had groomed their own animals and had time to aimlessly mosey from stall to stall, they strolled over to Stall #37, kicking their Red Wing work boots up onto the wooden crossbeams.  


“Looks like you got seven other asses to contend with,” said Stream.  “I counted.”


“Yeah, seven other asses, not counting yourself!” hooted Field.


“Some good looking ones too,” seconded Field as he hocked up an unsightly loogy to spit it out ceremoniously, a tell-tale signature act of a heavy chewing tobacco user in momentary withdrawal.  


“I ain’t even noticed,” said Rusty, putting the final touches of Cool Whip’s bridle, and then checking his watch.  He unbuttoned his soiled work shirt, savagely pulling out the tails from his tight, Wrangler blue jeans.  “But you know what I did notice?  It’s time to get this show on the road.”


Rusty reached for the fresh, well-starched, paisley-patterned dress shirt that hung from a clothes hanger nearby, a row of pretty pearl-inlaid buttons lining the front.


“I got a ribbon to win.”






#


Rusty stood proud with Cool Whip.  He was fifth out of seven in the donkey line.  A crisp, white Stetson adorned his narrow head.  He eyes burrowed straight ahead, from time to time looking over the ass, desperate to detect a last minute correction.  He had his best game face on.  This was it.  One of these burros was going to win the Waller County Student Farmers blue ribbon.  One of these asses was going to State.       


Already Stream had gone out before the judges with his rooster Poppin’ Fresh.  Distantly, barely heard through the fog of his frenzied mind, he thought he had heard that Stream had come in fifth out of seven.  What a damned embarrassment.  That idiot could sure fish but as sure as hell couldn’t raise fowl.  Field was behind him.  From time to time he could hear his gleeful, high-pitched cackle, almost mimicking the squeals of his piglet, Extra Lovable.  Two damned pigs, but which one was the master?  Every time he heard it he stabbed the front of his boots with his toes with such sudden, violent force he thought that they would pierce right through.  He was grateful he kept them reasonably trimmed unlike most yahoos he knew who sported virtual talons. 


The cows were done.  Next were the donkeys.  Rusty felt the air escape his lungs.  His legs felt like they were stuck in concrete slabs.  


Get a hold of yourself, he told himself.  This is yours to win, you know that. 


The asses and their masters eased out from behind the dais.  He found his legs and started to walk.  The emcee called out the donkeys and their owners:  “Now we have the Market Donkeys, Ladies and Gentleman!  First, we have Ragin’ Nibbler and her owner, Mindy Svec from Krumbach….what a nice ass, don’t you think?”


Flash bulbs popped in the distance.  Rusty could feel himself grow into the moment.  The stadium was full.  Hundreds of eyes poured over him as he made his way out.  “Next, we have Cool Whip, a fine, fine domestic donkey and her owner Rusty Gruene from Meridian…”


Rusty walked the animal down the line, slowly, exquisitely, in front of the panel of judges.  He saw their eyes.  He saw the scribbling of their pencils in front of them.  The animal was perfect.  He felt as if he towered triumphant over the world.  


As was the custom, Rusty and Cool Whip and the other donkeys made another lap.  He made sure to really work it this time.  He could do this forever.  He made his way to the front and stopped.  Claps, thunderous and deafening, rang throughout the minor league baseball stadium.  He coveted the claps and cheers like they were diamonds.  He would have hoarded them if he could have, savoring the accolades for later, when he was alone, to play over and over.  


The judges compiled their scores.  At last, the foreman judge handed over to the emcee, a has-been country and western singer who had his last hit in the late 70’s named Bart McDonald, the tally.  Bart McDonald waved the sheet in his hand and addressed the crowd.


“Alright, we have the ass scores,” he intoned in a tired effort of theatricality.  “Are ya’ll ready?”


Rusty stood ramrod straight.  He seized an obscene lungful of air and held it.  


“Alright, I’m going to announce the top three.  Are you ready?  Are you sure?” 


Get this over with already, hissed Rusty from under his breath.  


“In third place, we have Been There Done That and Yankton Muellendorf….”


The ribbon was blue.  The ribbon was huge.  It hung from an easel set in front of the crowd.


“And in second place, we have Cool Whip and her owner Rusty Gruene from right here in Meridian.  Let’s here it for Cool Whip!”  


What was that?  Rusty almost fell over dizzy.  What was that?


“And in first place….  Drum roll…. we have Texas Dream and his owner Phuc Pham from Andice!!!  What a mighty-fine ass he’s got, don’t he?”


Second place?  Did he hear that correctly?  How?  Rusty could feel his vital guts twist cruelly under his starched, paisley work shirt.


A tiny, black haired kid walked out form the line of contestants with his donkey and approached the judges.  Rusty had never seen this boy before.  He was barely five feet tall, barely one hundred pounds by the look of it.  He was an Asian boy.  A perfect bowl-cut haircut framed his little head.  He was waving giddily, a huge, toothy grin spread over his face, the smile almost threatening to devour it whole.  Rusty could see that the boy was trembling - literally trembling like a wind-whipped leaf - from nervousness and excitement.  He hated him immediately for it.    


How the hell did a damn Asian kid beat a Gruene on his own turf?  Had the world gone crazy or something?  


For the first time Rusty appraised the winning ass.  His mouth popped open almost immediately.  The blood rushed from his face as if chased away by awe mixed with fury.  


The donkey was perfect.  No, not merely phenomenal like Cool Whip, but literally perfect.  Not one flaw could be found.  Texas Dream had a withers, crest, and croup that were so perfect that a computer couldn’t calculate exactness to that degree.  The stifle, could there be one more beautiful?  The gaskin?  Dead center and symmetrical on both side – dainty too, if you could believe it.  Chestnuts and cannons that should be embalmed, enshrined in custom made clear vats of formaldehyde in the National Museum of Natural History down in D.C. when the creature died.  


Without question Texas Dream easily beat Cool Whip.  It wasn’t even close.  


People were now congratulating him now on his second place finish but he barely noticed them.  It felt as if the world was melting away from him from where he stood, disintegrating, dissolving, losing form, losing substance.  


The applause died down.  The emcee and the judges moved on to other categories.  The eyes from the bleachers drifted away.  Rusty and Cool Whip left the stadium ignored and in silence.






#


Hours layer, Field and Stream found Rusty sitting in the corner in Stall #37, his thin, bony hands covering his brow like a shade from the world’s glare.  Cool Whip was obscuring him, her flank gently rubbing his master’s head as the animal morosely rocked back and forth, sensing the boy’s bitter mood.   


“There you are!” chirped Field.  “We were looking all over for you.”


The boy in the stall at first didn’t move.  Then, slowly, Rusty lifted his head and numbly gazed at the brothers, never saying anything.  The boy’s face was flushed bright red.


Stream stole a quick glance with his brother. 


Awkwardly, Field took the bright, blue ribbon from out in front of him and slowly placed it inconspicuously behind his knee.  The three boys were silent for a long while.


Finally, Field spoke.  “We’re going to head out now.  We’ll catch you later, alright?”  


Rusty looked down, still mute as a stone, and buried his head in his hands once more.  The twins left with furtive glances over their shoulders every few steps.  






#


Late that night, Rusty lay on his bed staring up at the ceiling while thunder rolled ominously outside his open window.  Besides him were six empty Shiner Bock bottles, looted from his dad’s old mini-fridge out in the garage.  His parents and his little sister Sidney fortunately were out of town for the weekend at a family reunion up near Fredericksburg.  The boy did not think he could have born their mere presence that night, and besides, if they were there, what would they say about the binge drinking, about the midnight grilling, the sight of a forlorn shadow dancing in front of a lone flame out in the pitch black darkness under rolling, dark clouds?


He sat up and groaned audibly.  Burping, he stabbed his hand out drunkenly and found the charred skewer.  He placed the greasy meat between his teeth and ripped off a large chunk.


It wasn’t bad - kind of blackish and the fat had a sickeningly yellow tint, but when you got past that, it wasn’t bad at all.






#


The wind and rain whipped the central Texas plains as Rusty stood on wobbly legs inside the family garage.  He was rearing a black, rain slicker which covered bare legs and a naked chest.  In his hand he held a large syringe.  The needle danced in front of his face.  He reached down and gripped a pint-sized tin can with a non-descript green label.  He grinned moronically and with a furious piston-like movement jabbed the needle down into the canister.  Then slowly, with utmost delicate care, he pulled up the syringe and watched as the light brown liquid started to fill the chamber.


Lightning cracked outside.  From inside the rain slicker’s pocket he pulled out the keys and stumbled down the driveway from the garage towards the parked Ford.   






#


The simple, one-story house loomed in front up him, nestled in the middle of the field, a large, red barn set behind it and several trucks and sedans parked along the driveway.  The house was silent and dark.  Only a little porch light was on.  


Despite the darkness, wind, and rain, he could tell that the ranch was well maintained – the grounds were trim, the house and barn tidy and freshly painted.  Rusty scanned the acreage but didn’t see anything.  The truck was parked discretely behind a thatch of wild brush off the county road.  Directly in front of him Rusty saw the recently installed fence.  Barbed wire, thick and shiny, lined the top and bottom of the fence posts.  He once knew this ranch as the Barking Star Ranch, owned for over a century by the Lambert family.  A few years ago the remnants of the family sold the farm and moved to Dallas, tired of life scrapped from the land.  


What was it now known as, the Phuc Pham Pharm?  What the hell did Chinamen know about ranching and farming?  Did rice even grow in central Texas?  Maybe out near Louisiana but not out here were it barely rained.  


Who were these people, thought Rusty, and why did they decide to settle in Texas of all places?          


Swooning slightly, he downed the last gulp of Shiner Bock and tossed it to the ground.  Blessed with a brief glimmer of fleeting lucidity he almost fell over as he picked up the bottle and stuck it in his slicker pocket.  Didn’t want to leave no evidence.


He patted the other pocket and felt the oddly satisfying bulge of the syringe.


Again, he looked out at the ranch.  She would be there, in the barn for sure - Texas Dream, the most beautiful ass he would ever have pleasure to gaze upon with his very own eyes.


The boy walked up to the fence and placed his hands atop the fence. Gingerly making every effort to fold down the barbed wire, Rusty swung one leg up on the fence post.  His boot almost slipped from the slickness of the rainwater that had puddle there.  The wind howled madly around him.


“Easy does it,” he hissed as he kicked his other leg up from under him and, briefly holding himself up atop the fencepost with both his hands and feet, he popped his feet over to the other side and let his body follow suit.  Miraculously, despite his extreme inebriation and the nasty weather, he landed on his feet, not a cut on him, every hair in place, his bangs shellacked against his freckled forehead by the constant rain water.  


He was now on the other side.                           


To the barn, nice and easy, he started his careful approach, his drenched boots sinking into the muddy ground with each step.  About fifteen yards in he kneeled over for a brief moment as his quivering stomach threatened mass mutiny.  A putrid pocket of hot, beer-stenched air bubbled up violently from his guts.  He swayed, almost fell over, then found himself, one arm jutting out, steady now.  


He took another step and a huge explosion of thunder rocketed across the sky.   Electric blue ribbons enlivened the sky, momentarily bathing the field in bright, garish light.  



Rusty stopped in his tracks.  


Did I hear something, he thought himself, apart from the thunder?


A growl in the distance, dark shapes in the field stirring, amassing, propelling themselves towards him.  Then, at the house, a light turned on, scenes of movement from within.


Rusty pivoted right around and in a frantic, lumbering gait hightailed it back towards the barbed wire fence.  


Another crack of thunder, as if the spine of the world had broken clean in two, his boots striking the puddles sending concussions of water and mud into the air.


He arrived at the gate again.  He could feel the approach of beast and human behind him.  Madly, he put his hands back atop the top fencepost.  In a movement similar to the one he had performed just minutes before he attempted to pull himself over to the opposite side.


At first he felt his feet slip from the post.  Then, he felt his hands depart from the crossbeam.  Night, rain, and thunder above him, dead earth and barbed wire below.  The world pin wheeled crazily.  He felt his arm get caught in something cold and sharp.  His chest thumped the ground hard and he felt a deep, cutting pain in his belly.  Rusty moaned, the wind knocked out of him.  Something warm and vital rolled down his arm, down his side.  


The wire, his arm, thought Rusty.  He craned his neck obscenely and saw that his arm was embedded within a cluster of wire that had originally been attached to the fence’s upper beam.  Black blotches of blood oozed out from deep gashes up and down his arm.


His stomach, was he caught there too?


The sky roared, sabers danced against one another in the heavens.  


Muddy water seeped into his nose as he struggled to get a look at his lower portions.  His legs and torso appeared to be clear of the fence and its entanglements, but why the pain, why the blood?


His free arm shot down and examined himself.  There was no wire, nothing, only pain.  His hand smacked the rain slicker and stopped – the syringe was now half way out of his pocket.  The front of it, the needle was pointing towards Rusty’s side.  The end of it had become depressed, almost to the butt.  


Rusty, in a blind panic, bolted up off the ground, shrieking loudly.  His screams melded with the thunder, a joint cacophony of anger, power, and, ultimately, futility.  He was unsuccessful, his arm still caught in the barbed wire, and he careened back down into the fence, this time barbed wire slashing and cutting his neck and face.  An odd, warm sensation welled up from his side, his legs started to stiffen as if they were being dipped in wax.  


The oppression of the night compressed down hard upon the twitching boy but the more he struggled against his bonds the deeper his confinement became.  


Cruel iron jags pinched him in other places as he wiggled and twisted.  Water, never-ending and relentless, beat his yelping face.  


He struggled for a time under the fence but the fence, the night, the world, never abated – one skinny, red-headed boy facedown in a bloody puddle wearing a torn, black rain slicker, a pair of old work boots, and little else – one thin arm sprayed out desperately, searching, pleading.  


At last the twitching stopped completely and the small form under the great, black expanse of heaven lay still.  


The rain and thunder, however, continued well into the night.  






#


The next morning, a wide, low shadow descended upon the rumpled mass lying dormant under the fence.  

The morning was glorious.  The night’s clouds had at last departed.  The air was crisp and the light was bright.  Already puddles from the night before were quickly drying up.  

The shadow stopped at the fence where the form lay dormant and for a second stood still gazing at it as if puzzled.  Then the shadow whinnied and bent down towards the figure.  

Texas Dream lapped the thing’s face.  


With his teeth, he pulled up on its hair.                      


