     Our land sat in a triangle made by an elbow bend in Little River, which was a creek really.  To get to our house from the main highway, you had to first turn off onto an unmarked black-top road and wind your way between cattle pastures and cornfields, past rickety wooden barns and rusting mailboxes bearing Scotch-Irish names.  The land was part of these people, offspring of European immigrants and early English settlers.  And any one of them would have willingly given up his life to preserve the furrowed, red dirt of the countryside.  Farming was so much in the blood of these people that you could almost expect to find soil moving through their veins.  And many of them--like my grandfather, with his mottled brown hands and his cheeks dusted with ash-gray stubble--appeared to have been molded from the same earth their plows and tractors turned over in the field.  The land was part of us, and we were part of the land.

     "Muscle and blood," said my grandfather, J.B. McEntire, from where he sat slumped in his red metal lawn chair.  He spat a great gob of yellow-brown tobacco juice at the freshly-cut grass between his scuffed work shoes.  "That's what's kep this farm a-runnin' over sixty year.  Kep' this fam'ly together."

     It was the early evening of the second day of June, 1968, and the McEntire clan had gathered as usual in front of our rambling, white-clapboard farmhouse.  The men, faces tired but cheerful in the red glow of the dying sun, were in a circle out in the yard under the trees; Granddaddy and my father sat in lawn chairs and my older brothers, David and Brian, squatted on the ground.  The women were hugged up in a gossiping, whispering huddle on the porch and breaking snap beans, two gliding in the swing and two in straight-back chairs dragged out from the kitchen.

     The men were talking war.  These days it seemed as if they were always talking war--when would it end?  What would be next?  Granddaddy crossed his legs and shook his head.  "Shame war has to come along," he said.  "Wars've scattered this fam'ly like a flock o' quail."  Granddaddy served in World War One; my two uncles went to Europe in World War Two, and now they lived off--George in California and Harvey in Texas with his German wife.  Granddaddy was still bitter because they had gone so far from their Kentucky roots, and he made no secret of it.  He looked at Daddy now.  "If you'd been drafted, Frank, we prob'ly woulda lost this place."

     Daddy pulled his red Case Tractor cap down on his forehead and leaned back in his chair.  "Well, I guess we just thank the good Lord I got me a bad heart."

     "I know you wanted to go with your brothers, though."  Granddaddy rubbed his leathery neck; it began to pain him after he had been sitting for any length of time.  "You remember how hard it was to get farm help then?"

     "Yeah."

     "If that colored fam'ly over by the Thompsons' place hadn't needed work, we woulda suffered for hired hands."  He spat another jet of juice.  "I guess you're lucky none o' your boys has been drafted yet."

     "Luke Slaton's goin' to Vietnam," Brian said.  "He leaves Tuesday.  His mom said he ain't none too happy about it, either."      


"Neither is she, I don't imagine," Daddy said.

     Granddaddy sat up in his chair.  "I jes' don't understand that," he said, his eyes black behind his horn-rimmed glasses.  "In 'seb'mteen, when I went off to fight, we were all fired up to go to war.  Ever'body was behind us.  And when George and Harvey went, it was the same--a man was proud to be goin' to war."  He shook his head and spat again.  "This bizness of burnin' the flag and draft dodgin' jes' tears me up."

     "This is diff'rent, Granddaddy," David said, scratching his red beard.  "We ain't got no bizness in Vietnam."

     "Somebody has to stop the damn Communists," Granddaddy said defiantly.

     Daddy was shaking his head.  "I say it was Vietnam's problem to start with.  If we hadn't stuck our noses in it, we wouldn't be in this mess."

     "Daddy's right," David said.  "I don't think Johnson knows what he's doin'.  We're gonna lose this war."

     War talk usually fascinated me.  I could sit transfixed for hours while my grandfather or my uncles rattled off tale after tale of their exploits overseas.  And until now, this year, war seemed a glamorous, distant thing that boys went off to and came back as men.  But there was something changing in me.  Vietnam was different.  I noticed more now than I had when I was younger.  I saw how the men talked about it--the older ones with a tinge of confusion and the younger ones with a glint of panic in their eyes.

     I hovered close to the men on my bike in the cocky, self-conscious way fifteen-year-old boys do, watching my elongated shadow sprawl out across the big yard.  I was smaller than my brothers, barely weighing in at one-thirty, but I could hold my own against them, as I had proved many times.  Daddy had told me I had the swiftness of a wrestler, and now I hoped to join the wrestling team at the county high school in the fall.  But this evening I still felt like the boy I was as I watched the men in the yard.  Every night after super when my grandparents could come over from across the road to visit with the rest of the family, I tried desperately to fit in with the men, but I always felt conspicuous and clumsy when I sat in their group.  So I darted around them, like I was doing now, like a bothersome fly.

     I had photographed this scene many times.  My camera was with me now, as it always was.  I carried it the way a woman carries her child--gently, lovingly.  Photography was the only thing I had ever truly cared for.  I loved the play of shadow and light, the click of the shutter, the stinging smell of developer, and the intense moment just before the final picture began to appear on paper.  I took my photographs for no one but myself.  It was a private act, like masturbation, and the images were like an extension of myself.  I could understand why some people feel that photography steals the soul.

     Hanging my camera around my neck, I swiped a hand through my McEntire-red hair and left the men, pedaling toward the porch.  Mother and Gran were in the swing, talking in hushed tones to my sister, Mary Elizabeth, and David's wife, Jenny.  They were whispering about some girl who had "gotten herself in trouble" and dropping their broken beans into an aluminum dishpan.

     I rode past them.  They didn't acknowledge my presence, and I didn't look at them.  As much as I felt out of place with the men, I was even more so around the women.  Their silly, idle chatter bored me beyond comprehension.

     The sky had dimmed now to a soft purple, and a misty haze had begun to creep across the field toward the back yard where I stood now.  The velvet air was filled with the ghostly flicker of fireflies.  Lady, the Labrador retriever, nuzzled my bare legs with her cold, wet nose, and I scratched her behind the ears before she trotted away toward the front of the house.  I gingerly set my camera down on the picnic table, walked my bike into the garage, and grabbed the well-worn basketball from its corner.

     I took the ball out into the driveway and dribbled it on the packed gravel a few times before attempting a shot at the goal above the garage door.  My aim was off in the darkness, and the ball hit the rim and bounced out into the yard.

     "You'll ruin your eyes doin' that in the dark, Ben," a voice said behind me.  I turned and saw Brian walk up and reach inside the garage door to turn on the outside light.  Almost instantly, there was a swarm of moths and mosquitoes.

     "Thanks," I said.  I tossed the ball toward the hoop and this time I sank it.

     Brian leaned against the doorframe.  Only his chin and the tip of his nose glistened in the light; the rest of him was hidden in the dark of the garage.  "You take a lotta pictures today?" he asked.  His voice was caught and thrown back by the concrete-block walls behind him; it sounded like the voice of God.

     I looked at him, at where I thought his eyes were.  "A few."

     "I wish I could do somethin' like that," he said.  Brian was eighteen and had graduated from high school two nights before.  Although he was glad to be out, he was now faced with a looming uncertainty about his future.  He had not applied to any colleges, although he had graduated fiftieth in a record class of three hundred and twenty.  He was not interested in college, but just what he was interested in, he didn't know.  Right now, though, he was afraid of being drafted and having to go to Vietnam.

     "I could teach you, if you want me to?" I said.

     "That's all right."  He scratched at the gravel with the toe of his shoe.  "How come you left us just now?"

     I shrugged.  "All that Vietnam talk.  I don't like it.  It's startin' to scare me."

     Brian grunted.  What d'you think about me?"

     He was unnerving me, staring at me from the shadows, so I dribbled the ball over to him.  "Play you a game.  One on one."

     "No thanks."  He passed it back to me, unhooked the top half of his overalls and scratched his chest through his dirt-streaked T-shirt, yawning.  "Too tired."

     "C'mon, old man."

     "I can't.  I gotta take a shower and get in bed.  I hafta start cuttin' that hay tomorrow.  Daddy and the others are gonna work on soybeans."

     "You think you might need some help with the hay?" I asked expectantly.

     Brian shook his head.  "Prob'ly not.  You'd more'n likely just be in the way."

     "Fine."  I turned and threw the ball, missing the hoop by at least five feet.

     I hated being the youngest in the family more than anything else.  I hated wearing my brothers' cast-off clothes and having to ride David's old bike.  I hated always being the last to be served at the kitchen table and being the first in bed on school nights.  And I hated the fact that my brothers worked in the fields each day while I had to stay at home with Mother and Jenny and Mary Elizabeth.  Not that I minded mowing the yard or washing the truck and car or doing other odd jobs around the house, but I just felt so useless.  Every summer I had asked my father if I could work in the fields with the others, and every summer I had been told the same excuses:  "You're too young" or "Your mama might need you here for somethin'" or, worst of all, "I don't need you out there."  And every day at noon, when they would come in to eat, I would sit with them at the table and smell their earthy sweat and admire the dirt and grease on their hands and clothes, and I would long to be part of them, to be working alongside of them and not be stuck at the house with the women.

     Brian knew this, and he recognized the anger in my voice.  "I tell you somethin' you can do for me tomorrow.  You can ride your bike out to Orville Thompson's and see what he wants for that Harley he's got sittin' in his front yard."

     My eyes widened.  "You gonna buy it?"

     "Thinkin' about it."

     "That'd be great."

     Brian laughed.  "Daddy'll pitch a fit when he finds out, though, so don't say nothin' to nobody."  He turned and walked toward the house.  "Okay?"

     "Okay."

     Brian stopped and pulled off his workboots, which were caked with dried mud, then stepped up onto the back porch and through the sliding glass doors to the kitchen.  I watched him sit down at the table in the dim light and pull off his dingy, sweat-stained socks, and I felt the familiar pangs of envy.

     I wanted so much to be like Brian.  He was always so full of the confidence, the cock-surety that I seemed to be lacking, and it was amazing how something like the mere act of his pulling off his socks could make me feel so immature.  But that was how Brian affected me.

     A few minutes later I was standing in the room Brian and I shared, undressing for bed.  Brian came in from the bathroom, his short blond hair hanging in a wet triangle on his forehead, a towel wrapped around his waist.  "You already goin' to bed?"

     "Yeah."  I turned my back to him as I pulled off my shirt, trying to hide my white body and bony chest.  Brian was broad-shouldered and well-muscled, his body burned brown by the sun.  Indeed, he seemed the only McEntire who was able to tan at all.  I could go all summer without a shirt, but I was never able to retain any color.  Even Mary Elizabeth would lie on a quilt in the back yard every afternoon, but she, too, only freckled.  How many times had I wished all my freckles would melt into a continuous, golden hue.  Even David and Daddy were brown only on their necks and arms--"farmer tans"--and on those rare occasions they went shirtless in the fields, their white backs would always erupt with painful, red, angry burns.

     Brian flipped on the radio, and Otis Redding came out with "Sittin' on the Dock of the Bay."  "I'm so sick of this song," I said, climbing into my bed and covering myself up to the chin with the sheet.  "I hate Otis Redding."

     Brian dropped his towel and stepped into a clean pair of undershorts.  "Hey, Otis is cool," he said.  He turned to the mirror and began combing out his wet hair.  "Hard to believe he's dead."  He stopped combing in mid-stroke and turned to me.  "Did you take a bath?"

     "No."

     He turned back to the mirror.  "I wondered what that smell was."

     "Shut up."

     "I may have to sleep with a gas mask on."

     "I'm warnin' you, Brian. . . "

     He shot me a glance in the mirror.  "Ooh, I'm shakin'."

     I leapt from the bed and grabbed his arms, pulling them behind his back.  "Take it back."

     Brian was laughing.  "No."

     "Take it back, or I'll lock you out in the hall in your underwear."

     "Okay, okay," he cried, giving in too easily.  "I take it back."  I loosened my grip, then immediately realized I had made a mistake.  Brian whirled and caught me in a headlock.  "I don't take it back, either," he said.  He began pulling me toward the door.  "I'm givin' you a bath."

     "Leave me alone, Brian!" I was hollering.  I was trying to grab hold him, but his legs were still damp and my fingers kept slipping.  He dragged me out into the hall, heading down to the bathroom.  "I'm gonna kill you, Brian!"

     Brian was laughing so hard he could barely catch his breath.  "Ben, don't you know cleanliness is next to godliness?"

     "Stop it!"

     We had reached the tub.  Brian turned on the faucet and pulled the shower lever, pushing my head under the sudden flood of cold water.  "Leave me alone!" I screamed.  I began fighting again, thrashing my arms wildly.  Water was flying everywhere.  Suddenly, I broke free from Brian's grasp and went reeling backward.  My outstretched arm struck a small mirror hanging on the wall behind us.  It fell and shattered on the floor.  "Seven years bad luck, Bed," Brian said.

     "What the hell's goin' on?"  We both looked up to see Daddy standing in the doorway, blocking it like a bear, his arms crossed.  He was wear boxer shorts and a tank-style T-shirt, and we knew we had roused him from bed.

     Brian was trying to force a laugh.  "Ben didn't take a bath tonight.  I was givin' him one."

     Daddy looked from Brian to me.  "Take a bath and get to bed, Ben."  He glanced at the shards of glass on the floor.  "Clean that mess up, Brian, and both of you get to bed.  I'm tired, and you have to cut hay tomorrow."

     "Yessir."  Brian stared at the floor as Daddy headed back down the dark hall.  "I'll get a broom," he said.

     Later, back in our room, I lay in the darkness by the open window, the cool night air playing over my body and the Young Rascals singing softly on Brian's radio.  I breathed in the smells from outside--the sweetness of pine and hay; the heavy, rich odor of the earth; the faint but unmistakable scent of Mother's new roses on the trellis below.  The crickets droned drowsily, their music punctuated by the occasional hoot of an owl deep in the woods.

     I want to take a picture of this moment, I thought.  But it was more than that.  I wanted to record the odors, the sounds.  The touch of the cold, crisp sheets on my belly, the quiet contentment I felt right now.  I wanted to freeze time.  And suddenly, I realized that had always been my purpose in taking pictures.

     Brian's voice startled me.  "Ben," he whispered, "hear that?"

     "What?"

     He turned down the radio.  "Listen."

     I heard nothing.  I sat up in bed, tilting my head to catch some new sound.  Then I heard it--the steady, rhythmic creak of bedsprings in David and Jenny's room next door.

     "They're at it again," Brian said.

     I lay back down and turned away from him.  My face was red and flushed, even in the dark.  "You're sick," I told him.

     It must be nice to be married," Brian was going on.  "You can have sex any time you want it."

     "Shut up."

     "Jeez, Ben.  You're such a damn prude.  And a hypocrite, too.  I know what you do over there under the covers when you think I'm asleep."

     I threw my pillow at him.  He cried out with surprise, and I knew I had hit him.  "Leave me alone," I said.  "I wanna go to sleep."

     "What's wrong with you?" he asked.  "You've been touchy all day.  Is somethin' botherin' you?"

     "No."

     "C'mon, Ben.  I know somethin's wrong, now what is it?"

     "Nothin'.  Just leave me alone and go to sleep."

     He sighed.  "All right."

     How could I tell him?  How could I explain something to him that I didn't understand myself?  There was an aching deep within me, a longing to be a man and have all the answers.  And I was restless.  Sometimes the wanting, the need to be older, to be someone else was so great that I thought I would explode.  There were times when I hated everyone and everything.  I would hate my hair, which was red like everyone else's in my family.  Except for Brian's.  His was blond.  I wanted blond hair.  Then I would hate Brian for having blond hair.  It seemed as if my mind and my emotions were having a war as big as the one in Vietnam.  My guts were in conflict.  In my mind, the three months of this summer stretched into infinity.

But I could not tell all this to Brian.  I did not know how.
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