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	The cow died. 
Flies droned a brief eulogy before attacking the corpse. Dung and fermenting fodder-filled ditches steamed in the late July heat. It should have been cooler inside the thick block walls of the barn, but the air hung as summer-storm heavy there as it did outside. Now, without the cow’s labored breathing, it was deathly still.
	His rubber boots slogging along the concrete floor parted the silence. He was built like an oak and moved with the cadence of a pendulum. Six-foot four. Lean and hard. Forearms thick from milking all his life. Even the sucking in of his breath seemed measured when he spied the black-and-white Holstein hulk heaved over on its side. A brown stream of tobacco splattered against the white-washed wall. “Damn” rumbled from his chest.
	Must be a twisted bowel. She’d been off her feed. Hadn’t made manure for couple of days. He’d kept her in after the morning milking so he could keep an eye on her. Doc Fraiser couldn’t do nothing for her now. Might call him anyway to make sure she didn’t have something that could spread to the rest of the herd.
	She outweighed him several times over, but with slick straw stuffed underneath her and ropes tied to her legs, he dragged the carcass out of the barn to the side pasture beyond the cow lane.
	The other milkers were already pressing barnward, their heavy bags and throbbing teats seeking relief. The undignified posture of their sister altered their direction and attitude.
	Nostrils flared, heads lowered, ears flattened. In slow-motion frenzy, they stepped sideways, their hooves sucking and popping in the manure-mud muck. It was as though they were trying to avoid whatever might draw them to the same fate. The farmer felt the unspoken communication. The whites of their eyes told him more than any bellowing could.
	“Come, boss,” he said softly, slapping a nearby rump. He talked to his cows like they were family, but was glad the quality of their milk wasn’t determined by the sharpness of their brains. 
“Dumbest critters born,” he often said.
	Locked in their stanchions, they bent into the miniature mountains of feed before them that he’d put down himself this time.
	Straddling his three-legged stool and leaning the top of his balding, denim-capped head into the curve of a rounded belly, he positioned his bucket and began kneading and pulling. The soft, warm teats lay in his calloused hands like the swollen pink fingers of a kidskin glove. The swish of their tails and the ring of the ivory liquid streaming into the pail had pulsed in his veins ever since he could remember.
	Once he had glanced at an ad for one of those new-fangled milking machines. Could peel hours off milking time, he’d heard. He didn’t consider it long, though. It’d be like taking a pill instead of eating dinner. Quick, but not satisfying. Some things, to be done right, need patience and time. Besides, Murilla wouldn’t stand for tying up money in machinery in a year when a too-wet summer threatened to rot the crops in the fields.
	He emptied the bucket many times over into heavy cans in the milk room, once pouring part of a pail into the stainless steel cream separator for the butter churn.
	As he milked, Murella entered. He sensed rather than heard her. She stood just inside the barn door, silent, watching, measuring the moments like the pennies she counted out to the Jewel Tea man for a paper of pins.
	“She’s gone,” she finally said, sounding like the shrew of a wife she had become. 
He kept milking. He knew she was still there. Waiting. Watching. Then he heard her footfall on the concrete floor and the creak of the milk room door as she pulled it open. The stout spring on the hinge yanked it shut behind her with a bang.
	The cow’s leg muscle jerked. His hands didn’t miss a beat, but his jaw twitched along with the cow’s leg. The rattle and clang as she washed the separator had an extra loud ring this evening. It jangled his nerves.
	He would miss the girl. He’d have to go back to pitching straw bedding down from the loft himself and get someone else to drive the tractor while he hooked bales up onto the wagon. 
	There was the Baker boy down the road, though in a year or so he’d probably head off to the city like the other neighbor boys had done. Just don’t make farm kids like they used to. Soft. No gumption. Just want the easy life.
	The milk room door banged again. 
He poised the bucket beneath the next cow, knowing she was standing there again, waiting. Without so much as a glance in her direction, he settled onto his stool, as gray with age as the old split-rail fence around the pig sty.
	“S’pose I need to be calling the butcher,” she said. It was an accusation. His fault the cow had died. Money out of her purse. Well, the dead cow wouldn’t be giving any more milk, but the woman would eke out every cent possible by selling her to the butcher who would hack her up right there in the side pasture. The butcher, in turn, would sell the stiffened parts to some company that made fertilizer or dog food.
	If he had his way, he’d just bury the goll-darned thing.
	It was money that drove the girl away. Anyone who didn’t know better would have thought it was the work. Many’s the day she’d go up to the loft, wrestle a hundred-pound feed sack—scarcely weighed that herself—over  to the chute and pour it down to the wheelbarrow below. Then pushing a load that would have made his own muscles bulge, she’d stagger behind the wheelbarrow as she pushed it from one stanchion to the next, laying down golden mounds to await each cow’s pink, wet muzzle. Brushing hair, itself the color of hay, back from her eyes and forearming sweat off her brow, she’d fork the calves’ soiled straw bedding into the manure shed and spread fresh down while he finished up the evening chores.
	He had to show her only once how to drive the big orange Case. That was nearly four years ago now, the first summer after she’d come to the farm. Her 12-year-old legs were just barely long enough for her to push in the tractor’s clutch. But she’d driven it from then on as she turned the loose, freshly mown hay, releasing a sweet, steamy scent into the summer air, so it could dry in the field. Later, after the bailer had sucked up the neat, dried rows of hay and spat out twine-tied bails onto the field where they lay like giant loaves of bread baking in the sun, she’d steer the tractor to each one so he could hook them onto the wagon hitched on behind.
	She helped Murilla up at the house, too. Mopping the worn linoleum floors, peeling 
peaches for canning, washing every dish they dirtied. But she always made short order of those chores so she could run down to the barn or trot out to the fields where he was plowing or planting. Or she’d be dodging thistles and side-stepping cow pies steaming in the hot sun, to urge a lagging cow from under a shade tree in a far corner of the pasture at milking time.
	She was the child he should have had. In fact, he thought of her as his own flesh and blood, not Murilla’s. From the day she’d come to live with them after her folks were killed in a car crash back in ‘51, she’d called him Uncle Josh. That jarred him at first. He had been Joshua all his life, and remained so to everyone else after she came to live with him and Murilla. She alone called him by that nickname.
	A small smile ticked the corner of his mouth as the picture played in his head of when she discovered the barn cats. They were wild. Her attempt to cuddle one earned her badges of angry red scratches that stayed for days. He never heard a murmur of complaint. She learned many lessons that way. But once learned, she never forgot.
	For the next four years she tagged after him everywhere, whether it was riding the fender of the Case when the field was too muddy for her to drive, or sitting atop the stake-bed truckload of grain as he drove to the mill to make feed. She was good company for what used to be lonely work.
	The bang of the milk room door shot through him again. With a crunch of gravel outside the barn door, he pictured the woman, her wide hips working with her gait, a jar of milk in her arm as she trudged back to the house.
	A sudden wish that she would stumble leaped into his head. His mind’s eye watched the milk spill onto the gravel and soak into the soil. Any bruises or scrapes if she hit the ground wouldn’t be nearly as painful as the terrible waste. 
“Money down the drain,” she would say.  	        
	“A penny saved is a penny earned,” she drummed into the girl. Once, the girl had gotten up early and turned on the radio to keep her company while she laid the breakfast table. When the woman came in, she scolded the girl for wasting electricity. And at night, she was allowed only one light upstairs, one naked bulb in the hall of the old frame house, to get undressed by. Such things didn’t bother him. In his and the woman’s bedroom, he’d be asleep almost before he got his overalls off. But he thought there could be times when the girl might want to look at a magazine before she bedded down for the night.
	Things had gotten worse in recent months. The girl was getting bigger and wanted more freedom and Murilla was getting tighter. She even complained about how much toilet tissue the girl used. 
“She ain’t bringing no money in,” Murilla would say. “Just costing us more.” 
	He reminded her more than once that they were getting a check from the state for taking care of her since she didn’t have no other kinfolk. But the woman wouldn’t be satisfied.
	Then the dam broke.
	He had been jerked awake from a black, bottomless sleep by a blaring radio and blazing light. The woman was already out of bed, shrieking and flipping off switches. Every bulb in the house burned like an army of glowing goblins mocking and jeering the tight-fisted woman. The girl was in motion, too, snapping lights back on as fast as the woman turned them off. His feet hit the floor and he started to chase after them, then stopped and cocked his ear.
	The throb of a motor vibrated the walls. Many motors. He tromped downstairs and flung open the door. The truck and tractor hummed outside to the frenzied rhythm inside of the woman shutting lights off and the girl switching them back on. The girl had started up everything on the place that had a motor.
	Light spilled out of the open barn door. Jabber from the radio down there where he listened to the 5 a.m. farm report clashed with hillbilly music wailing from the kitchen radio. Murilla yelled after the girl as she lost ground in her race to stem to flow of money spewing through the electric wires and out of her grasp.
	Pink streaked the eastern sky by the time vengeance was spent and a tense silence encased the household.
	Murilla, clutching her dishwater-gray housecoat tight, sat ramrod straight at the kitchen table as he pulled on his boots before heading down to the barn to do the morning milking.
	“I’m calling the state to come get her,” she said in hard, measured words.
	“Ain’t no call to turn her out,” he said, pulling his denim cap low on his brow.
	“She’s costing too much and she’s out of control.”
	“Can’t measure every worth in dollars.”
	“It’ll only get worse.”
	He had hesitated, then shaking his head, he’d gone on out the door. He didn’t think she’d really do it. True, she was miserly, but surely she wasn’t that heartless.
	But he was wrong.
	The crunch of gravel outside the barn door brought him back to the heavy stillness in the barn. The tension in the back of his neck was as out of place as the woman coming back. Once she went up to the house with the milk, that was it ‘til the next day.
	He glanced up. Her fists were digging into the sides of her thick waist and the lines in her face were cut deep with displeasure. 
“The milk spilt,” she said. 
	It was another accusation. But instead of feeling the sting, he was swept with a surge of power. He’d wished it, and it’d come true! He turned back to the cows. A shot of the banging milk room door rang out as Murilla went to refill her jar.
	He moved down the row of black-and-white flanks and swishing tails to open the pasture gate and let the herd back out for the night. As he pulled the gate closed, his shoulder brushed the door frame and knocked over the shovel he used for mucking out the barn.   
	He stared at it laying there on the ground for a long minute. Then he picked it up and headed out to the side pasture where he buried the cow.
