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The Draft 
 

by 
 

Jeffrey D. Carroll 
 
 
 

 
 The small boy sat at the kitchen table with his mother and younger brother.  The boy was 

four-years-old.  The younger brother sat in the high chair and the mother, wearing horn-rimmed 

glasses, fed him.  Tears streaked her face. 

 “What’s wrong, Mommy,” said the boy, Jamie. 

 “I wish,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.  “I wish your father was 

home.” 

 The boy reached across the table toward her.  He reached toward her but he was too far 

away to touch her. 

 “It’s okay, Mommy,” the boy said.  He said it innocently and without understanding.  His 

father had been away for two years. 
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“He must be a long way away,” he said. 

 The spoon fell from the mother’s hand and dropped onto the metal tray of the high chair.  

The mother turned toward Jamie, her mouth open.  The boy watched strands of saliva stretch 

across the void, break and disappear.  The boy watched this and then looked down at the Formica 

table and saw his reflection, distorted and comical, in the chromed edge. 

 They lived in a small house next to a field of vegetable crops.  The owner of the house 

and of the cropland lived down the road in a big house with a good fireplace and a chimney that 

anchored the northern end of the house.  His name was Chet Jensen.  Mr. Jensen and his wife 

Clara would check in on the little family from time to time and they would ask the boy’s mother 

about his father. 

 “How is Lance?” they would say.  “Have you heard from him?” 

 And the boy’s mother would say, flipping her blond hair out of her face, that she got a 

letter from him just the other day.  She would say that he’s fine but she would not share the letter 

with them and that was all the boy would hear his mother speak of it.  That, and every once in a 

while she would show the boy pictures of his father.  She would say it was to help the boy 

remember his father, but the boy really did not remember him, only by the pictures and the 

pictures became part of his memory so that he thought he actually remembered his father. 

 Then the father came home finally, and the boy was surprised to see him in uniform.  In 

the pictures he was dressed in blue jeans and a western shirt.  Always.  So when he came home 

in the uniform the boy did not know him.  There was a small gathering of relatives at the little 

house to welcome the man home.  When it was over the man took off the uniform, put it away 

and did not bring it out again.  Nor did he speak very often about being away.  Sometimes, when 
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the boy was alone with him, his father let the boy look at some of the pictures he brought back 

and the boy thought when looking at them that surely his father must have died in some of the 

things that he saw and he did not know how his father could have returned if he had died.  His 

father made it clear to him that he should not mention the pictures to his mother and that he 

should not ever let his younger brother see them. 

 What the boy saw of that world scared him.  He thought that one day when he became a 

man he too would have to go off to someplace unknown and terrible.  He thought that it was 

inevitable, and he did not want to do it.  Something froze deep inside him when he thought about 

it and the coldness there was unlike anything else he knew of.  He turned to his mother, thinking 

that she would understand and would comfort him.  He did not tell her about the photographs, 

only that he did not want to go away as his father had done.  He told her this fear at nights when 

he was unable to sleep from thinking about it.  But she would say only that it was a long time, 

many years before he would have to worry about it and he knew then that she would be unable to 

protect him from it when it came. 

 When the boy was eight years old his father took him to work for the first time.  His 

mother woke him up in the middle of the night.  He sat straight up, as though from a bad dream.  

He dressed quickly and went down the stairs.  He went through the door at the bottom of the 

stairs and into the kitchen where he entered the strange predawn world of his father. 

The boy’s mother, still in her housecoat, had prepared the lunches.  Everything was 

arranged on the counter.  The boy watched his mother pour hot, steaming coffee into his father’s 

big steel thermos.  The boy saw that his own, smaller thermos was on the counter too.  It was a 

red, plaid thermos with a small red cup on top, and it looked very small next to his father’s. 
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 “I’m going to give you milk,” his mother said.  “You can drink it with your lunch.” 

 The boy was too tired to say anything.  He watched her fill the thermos with cold milk.  

Then she poured some milk into a glass and handed him the glass. 

 “Drink this.” 

 The boy held the cold glass in his hands.  He heard his father’s heavy boot-steps on the 

floor in the other room. 

 “He says you’ll stop for breakfast.” 

 The boy drank the cold milk quickly.  It made his head hurt, but he was awake now.  He 

heard the screen door slam. 

 “He’ll be back.” His mother put her hand on the boy’s shoulder.  “He went out to start the 

pickup.” 

She looked tired in the morning without her glasses. 

 The boy went to the window and looked out into the darkness.  The two parking lights of 

the pickup appeared out of the black like a pair of yellow eyes.  Then there was something small 

and red floating in the blackness.  It came closer and closer to the house until finally the boy 

identified it as the end of his father’s cigarette.  Then he made out the tall, slender figure of the 

man himself as he came up close to the house.  The screen door opened, and the man stepped 

inside. 

 “Ready Jamie?” 

 “He just needs to put his boots on,” the mother said. 

 The boy put his boots on.  The mother handed the father his black lunchbox and his big 

thermos.  She handed the boy his small, red thermos. 
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 “Where’s my lunch?” he said. 

 “It’s in your father’s lunchbox.” 

 The man and the woman kissed.  The boy heard the smack-smack when their lips met, 

separated, then met again, and the boy followed his father out the door. 

 “Bye, Sweetie.  You be careful.” 

 “I will, Mom.” 

 The boy heard the pickup’s engine running and he followed his father toward the yellow 

eyes.  His father went around to the driver’s side and opened the door.  The boy went around the 

other side, opened the door then hesitated. 

 “What’s the matter?” 

 The boy told him. 

 “Set your thermos on the seat and go back behind the truck.” 

 The boy did so.  When he was through he climbed up into the cab.  His father turned the 

headlights on and they rolled down the long driveway.  In the beam the boy watched rabbits leap 

out in front of them and then off out of the way into the brush.  Their back legs pumped so 

rapidly, and their rear ends were so round that they looked like rubber balls bouncing down the 

driveway in front of them. 

 Then they were on the unlit road and the boy turned to see the Jensen’s house.  He was 

surprised to see a light on in the Jensen’s kitchen and he imagined Mrs. Jensen pouring coffee 

into Mr. Jensen’s thermos while Mr. Jensen must have gone out to the barn to start the tractor. 

 Then they went over the crest of the hill and the Jensen’s house disappeared and they 

descended the hill into the small town, the town quiet in the early morning.  They passed a work 
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truck, then another.  The boy saw two log trucks, one behind the other and both empty with their 

trailers stacked up tight on back coming through one of the crossroads.  Then they were trough 

the town and off up the Lewis River along the road that wound up into the woods toward Mt. St. 

Helens. 

They had gone only a short distance when the pickup slowed, turned off the main road 

and into a driveway.  When they rounded the driveway’s one corner the boy saw a single light on 

in the house.  The front door opened and a man came out carrying a lunchbox and thermos that 

looked just like the boy’s father’s.  The man came down the steps of his porch carefully, slowly. 

 “What’s the matter with his leg?” the boy asked. 

 “He ain’t got but half a foot down there on that one side.” 

 “What happened to him?” 

 “Stepped on somethin’.” 

 “Was he in the Army too?” 

 The man nodded.  The boy did not ask any more.  He remembered the pictures his father 

had shown him.  He had not seen any deformity on his father but he wondered whether he too 

had something that was busted, something the boy was not aware of. 

 The limp was not a disabling, dragging sort of limp but rather the type of limp a man has 

when one leg is shorter than the other.  In that manner the man made his way in the porch light to 

the pickup. 

 “Scoot over to the middle here, Son.” 

 The boy slid over.  The door opened. 

 “Mornin’, Nate,” said the boy’s father. 
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 “Mornin’, Lance,” the man said as he got in.  “Brought some help today, I see.” 

 “This is Jamie,” the father said.  He grabbed the boy’s knee tightly.  The boy squirmed. 

 “‘Bout time we got some help,” said the man, Nate.  “You ready to work, Son?” 

 The boy smiled and looked away from the man. 

 “I said are you ready to work?” 

 “Now, don’t lie to him, Son,” said the boy’s father. 

 “I’m ready,” the boy said.  He was looking straight ahead. 

 “All right,” said the man, Nate.  “I hope you packed plenty lunch.  You’re gonna need it.” 

 They were back out on the road, headed up river.  The boy wondered how long it would 

be before the sun would rise. 

 “None of that peanut butter and jelly stuff neither,” Nate said, picking up where he’d left 

off.  “No Sir, you’re gonna need a real lunch up where we’re goin’.” 

 The boy was alert for a while but the monotonous rhythm of the truck on the dark road, 

the leaning on the curves and the constant hum of the tires made the boy drowsy.  He dozed a 

little, and after what seemed a very long time they pulled off the road and parked in front of a 

restaurant.  It was still dark.  The restaurant was in the last town, very small, before the big 

mountains and it was one of only a few buildings in the town. 

 The boy followed Nate and his father into the restaurant, Nate limping.  There were other 

loggers in the restaurant, and the boy could hear utensils and plates clanging and scraping, and 

there was the smell of bacon and syrup.  He was sleepy now and he did not feel at all hungry.  

They went up to the counter to sit on the stools and the boy noticed the clock mounted on the 

overhang above them.  It read ten minutes before five o’clock.  He stared at it to make sure he 
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saw it correctly and then sat down on the stool between the two men. 

 “I see you got a new helper,” said the pretty waitress as she came up.  She had freckles, 

and her dark brown hair was pulled back tightly into a ponytail.  The boy thought she was 

beautiful. 

 “Yeah,” said the father.  “Don’t think he’s much good, though.” 

 “Hell, I ain’t much good before hotcakes neither,” said the other man, Nate.  “You want 

some hot cakes, boy?” 

“Yeah,” said the boy. 

 “I’ll bet he could eat a stack of ‘em,” said the waitress. 

 She was looking at him now.  She was very pretty, he thought.  She smiled, and he 

suddenly thought that she was alarmingly dangerous.  The teeth at the corners of her mouth were 

sharp and jagged.  He had not expected that and it woke him up a little bit.  He looked up into her 

eyes and she looked deeply down into his and he felt something that he had never felt before and 

he did not know what it was. 

 “A stack, hell,” said Nate.  “He’ll eat a stack and still walk out’a here hungry.”  He 

elbowed the boy.  “Better eat some eggs, too.” 

“Sure.” 

 The waitress nodded. 

 “And sausage,” Nate continued.  “Then you’ll be ready for work.” 

 “One stack with sausage and eggs,” said the waitress.   “How’s he want ‘em cooked?” 

 “Over easy,” said the boy. 

“What about you two?” 
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 “Oh hell, give us both the same thing,” said Nate.  “And put it on my tab.” 

 “You don’t have a tab.”  She smiled, and a faint, girlish chuckle bubbled out from 

somewhere in her chest. 

 “Well, go on and get the food.  We’ll work it out afterward.  Ain’t that how it’s usually 

done?” 

 The boy still felt that it was too early to eat, but when the food came it made him hungry.  

There was the stack of hot cakes. He took his fork and poked the stack, lifted a couple of the 

cakes and steam rolled out from between them.  There were the links of maple-cured sausage 

around the side of the hot cakes and the eggs on the separate plate, all of it steaming and hot and 

smelling like breakfast.  He was hungry now all right.  He poured syrup over the big stack and 

started eating.  When it was over the man Nate leaned forward and looked around the boy to the 

boy’s father. 

 “Now I’ll be goddamned if he didn’t clean it up.” 

 “He’s a good eater,” said the father, lifting his coffee mug to his mouth. 

 “Good eater, hell.  I’d say he’s got an appetite like a barrel-bellied hog’s.  That boy’s 

ability to eat puts mine to shame.  Lookie what I left on my plate.” 

 The boy looked at Nate’s plate for the first time. 

 “Too bad he don’t work like he eats,” said the father. 

 “Can’t get him to work, you say.” 

 “Not a day’s work in him.” 

 “Hell, eatin’ like that he’s fixin’ to work us both into the ground.  I bet he could do it, 

too.” 
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 The waitress came over. 

 “You boys all finished?” 

 “I am,” said Nate.  “How ‘bout you, boy?  Want some more hot cakes?” 

 “No,” said the boy.  “I’m full up.” 

 “You sure, now?” 

 “Yep.” 

 “That’ll do it, then,” said Nate. 

 The waitress wrote a figure down on the ticket.  She pulled the ticket out of her ticket pad 

and put it on the counter.  Both men reached for it.  Nate came up with it, waving it at the 

waitress. 

 “I thought I told you to put this on my tab.” 

 “You don’t have a tab.”  There was the smile again, but without the chuckle this time. 

 “I don’t have one yet.  What I got to do to get one established?” 

 “I don’t know.  I don’t think we run ‘em here.” 

 “What do you mean you don’t think you run ‘em here?  Do you don’t run ‘em, or don’t 

you know?” 

 “I don’t know.”  She stopped smiling. 

 “Is there any way to find out?” 

 “I can ask, I guess.”  She turned and went back through the wooden half doors into the 

kitchen.  A few moments later she came back out. 

 “We don’t run tabs, Sir.”  She would not look at the boy now. 

 “You better just let me get it,” said the boy’s father. 
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 “You been gettin’ it every damn day this week.  You’re done gettin’ it, all right?” 

 Nate pulled out his wallet.  He reached in with his fingers and pulled out a note.  The note 

was crisp and green and he flicked it with his fingers to make it pop as he pulled it out. 

It was a one-hundred dollar note. 

 “Would you start a tab with this?” 

 The waitress raised her eyebrows, but she did not say anything.  The little half doors to 

the kitchen swung open and another woman, much older, came out.  She came over, wiping her 

hands on her apron.  She wore a funny white hat, like a nurse’s hat, and she looked like she 

wanted to fight. 

 “That all you got?” she said. 

 “That’s it,” said Nate. 

 “Well, we can’t break it.” 

 “I ain’t askin’ you to break it.  I was suggestin’ maybe we could establish a tab with it.”

 The woman looked at it.  “A tab,” she said.  “A pre-paid tab?” 

 “Well what other kinda tab is there?” 

 “What other kinda tab?” she said condescendingly.  “Listen, most peoples run up a tab 

and then run outta town before they pays it.” 

She looked at the younger waitress, then back at Nate. 

“But you, you want to pay a hundred dollar tab up front?” 

  Nate nodded. 

“Well, I don’t’ see why we can’t do that.” 

 She took the big note from Nate and handed him a piece of paper and a pen. 
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 “Write your name down on that.  We’ll get it started with this here order.” 

 Nate wrote something on the paper and handed it back. 

 The waitress, the young pretty one, still would not look at the boy.  The two men turned 

to leave.  The boy, before turning too, looked up at the clock.  It read five-twenty.  Then he 

looked back at the waitress.  She smiled, but it was not like it had been.  He had gotten used to 

her teeth and they no longer seemed so dangerous. 

 It was still dark out in the parking lot.  The boy’s father lit a cigarette, and together the 

three of them walked over to the pickup.  Something about the way Nate walked made the boy 

feel very comfortable.  He felt as though Nate had always walked that way, that there was never 

a time in which Nate had walked normally.  It had always been this way.  He knew that Nate had 

been injured in that war over there but he could not fathom that Nate had ever been anyone 

before the war or before he had been injured. 

 Someone came out of the darkness.  The boy was not aware of it at first, he only noticed 

that the two men with him had stopped short of the pickup.  The stranger came from around the 

side of the restaurant.  As he came closer the boy saw that he had on a striped work shirt, 

suspenders, and black pants with ragged pant legs that hung down just half way over his black 

boots. 

 “Hello,” he said.  “You boys cutters?” 

 “Road crew,” Nate said. 

 “You wouldn’t happen to need an extra man today, would you?” 

 “No, we don’t,” Nate said. 

 “Know anyone that does?” 
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 “Can’t say I do.” 

 “I’m a real good worker,” the stranger said. 

 “I’m sure of it,” the boy’s father said, taking the cigarette out of his mouth.  “But we got 

no room for you.  Maybe you can get on as a hooker with that Andersen crew when they come 

through.” 

 The boy thought he could see smoke coming out of his father’s mouth as he spoke.  It 

was hard to see in the little light that fell across the parking lot from the restaurant.  He had never 

seen that happen before so he watched his father closely as he spoke. 

 “Andersen, you say?” 

 “That’s right.” 

 “How will I know ‘em?” 

 “Can’t miss ‘em.  They all drive yellow pickup trucks.” 

 “You sure you couldn’t use a good worker today?” 

 “I wish we could.” 

 “Well, Andersen you say?” 

 “That’s right.  Ought to be comin’ through here about any minute.” 

 “I thank you boys just the same.” 

 “Good luck to you.” 

 The man walked back and disappeared somewhere into the darkness.  The others got into 

the pickup, the boy seated between the two men.  He was wide awake now.  He had almost 

dozed earlier, before they reached the restaurant, but now with the big breakfast he was wide 

awake.  As they drove away from the little town the road continued to follow the river, winding 
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at times away from it then up above it and falling down again to run along beside it but all the 

time the river becoming more narrow and more turbulent until finally the road rose up a steep 

grade and left the riverside and emerged on a cliff high above the river before finally leaving it 

altogether.  Twilight spread over everything and the boy began to wonder at the deepness of the 

forest and the height of the trees.  Evergreens towered over both sides of the road, standing 

majestically with huge branches and draped in coats of ragged limbs and needles like giant green 

buckskin.  As they rolled on through the forest he saw an occasional clear-cut and was amazed at 

how such things stood out so starkly against the big wood.  Each clear-cut looked like the site of 

some great battle, and he imagined the carnage that must have taken place. 

Then they were off the main road and onto a gravel road.  It was a good road, and the boy 

listened as the tires picked up gravel and sprayed it against the wheel wells.  Tall timber still 

stretched out before them.  The gravel was damp in the cool autumn morning and they did not 

raise much dust.  The curves on the road were wide and easy and they drove fast and smooth 

until they turned off onto a primitive road.  Now the pickup bounced in and out of potholes.  

Mud splashed mud out over the bank.  Finally, rounding a corner, the pickup slowed and the boy 

saw the great, yellow Cat, resting like a monolith in the deep woods. 

 The doors opened, and the boy heard something roll out and hit the ground.  He saw Nate 

bend down and pick it up off the ground and put it back in the cab.  The boy looked at it before 

he got out.  Some of the red plaid design was scraped off and he could see bare metal and a big 

dent in the side of it. 

He got out and stood there and shivered in the cold, damp air.  He watched his father 

walk over to the Cat.  From the back the boy could not tell whether he was smoking or if it was 
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just his breath he saw.  He watched him climb up the side of the big Cat into the cage up there.  

Then the man climbed out onto the hood.  He pulled a tin can off the smoke stack, brought the 

can back into the cage, placed the can on the floor beside the green armchair and then sat down 

and started the big diesel. 

The boy turned toward Nate. 

“Is it supposed to sound like that?” 

“Awful noise, ain’t it?” 

“Is something wrong with it?” 

“No, no that’s how they sound.” 

The father came back down to the pickup. 

 “We got that brush pile to burn today.” 

 Nate looked down at his boots. 

 “Ain’t nothing to do Nate but to get on it.  I’ll run you and Jamie up there while the Cat 

warms up.” 

 They got back in the pickup and went up the steep, rough road.  They leveled off at the 

top and the boy saw the steep bank on the uphill side of the road and a deep, mist-filled ravine on 

the downhill side.  He was suddenly very alert, worried that the pickup might slide off the side 

and never stop falling.  Then he saw the big brush pile.  It was up ahead in a wide spot in the 

otherwise narrow road.  It was an awful mess.  Twisted limbs, whole trees, stumps, roots and 

dead leaves were all heaped up like a big haystack.  A huge stump sat on top, the stump’s fat 

roots splayed out on all sides like the tentacles of some great octopus.  It all seemed terribly close 

to the edge of the ravine. 
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Nate got out of the pickup. 

“Why don’t you stay here and help Nate,” the boy’s father said. 

“Okay.”  He thought it was going to be a spectacular fire. 

 The boy slid out behind Nate and closed the door. 

 Nate was getting things out of the back of the pickup.   

 “You got any gloves?” he asked the boy. 

The boy shook his head.  Nate pulled a pair of gloves out of his back pocket and handed 

them to the boy.  The boy put them on.  They made his hands look very big. 

Nate had all of his things out on the ground and he hit the back of the pickup with his 

hand, as if he were slapping the haunch of a horse.  The pickup pulled forward, turned around 

next to the brush pile and went back down the road. 

“Hold this,” Nate said.  He held out the silver saw tool for the boy to take hold of. 

Nate took a file from out of his back pocket and began sharpening the teeth of the 

chainsaw.  Then he put gas and oil in the saw, took off his cap and put on a hardhat.  It was the 

same color as the saw tool.  He took a can of snoose out of his shirt pocket and put a big dip in 

his lip. 

 “All right,” he said.  He spit out something long and brown and wet. 

He picked up the saw, carried it over to the brush pile and started it.  He cut the small, 

dead stuff up high and let it fall onto the pile.  Then he started cutting larger chunks down low.  

He cut several pieces and, holding the idling saw in one hand, began tugging the large pieces out 

and tossing them with a roundhouse motion up as high as he could get them onto the pile.  Then 

he limped around to another place, sawed for a bit and heaved the chunks up.  He worked his 
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way around to the other side.  The boy could not see him over there but he knew he was very 

close to the edge of the ravine.  He heard the saw, though, and it sounded as though Nate was 

working his way deep into the brush.  Then a large section at the center dropped, and the pile 

seemed to collapse in on itself.  The big octopus stump shifted down slightly on one side.  There 

was more sawing.  Another smaller section collapsed.  More sawing, then the saw motor stopped 

and Nate emerged from around the side of the brush. 

The boy could smell the saw’s exhaust now, raw and thick in the morning air.  Nate set 

the saw down beside the boy, picked up the diesel can and went back over to the brush pile.  He 

walked around, stopped, looked at the brush, walked to another spot, looked, shifted his weight 

over onto his good foot and extended it so he could see as far as possible up over the top of the 

pile. 

 “No goddamned wind to speak of,” he said, mostly to himself. 

He carried the diesel can to one side of the pile.  He placed the can on the ground and 

raised the hose and pumped diesel onto a small area of brush.  Then he brought the can back over 

and set it down next to the chainsaw. 

 “Stay put here, Jamie.” 

The boy nodded.  He watched Nate walk up to where he had pumped diesel onto the 

brush.  The man took a cigarette lighter from his pocket.  He knelt down and picked up a twig 

that he had dowsed with diesel.  He flicked his lighter, held the flame up to the twig and lit it.  

He poked the twig carefully back into the brush and stood back.  Flames slowly began to rise. 

Black smoke roiled up from the heap and rolled away into the damp air.  The boy could almost 

feel the warmth now and he wanted to see the whole thing get underway.  The brush popped and 



Carroll – The Draft 

 19

crackled.  Just as it looked like the show had begun the flames went out.  It was just like 

someone had turned off a stove burner. 

 Nate walked back over and got the diesel can.  He carried it back to the brush and 

pumped more diesel onto the same area.  He lit another twig, poked it in and again the flames 

danced up, the brush popped and crackled, and it all died out again. 

Nate went around to another section of brush, soaked it with diesel, and lit it with a 

burning twig.  Black smoke roiled up.  Transparent flames rose high over Nate’s head.  The boy 

was sure it had started now, but then the flames dropped off again and disappeared. 

 Nate brought the can back over and set it down next to the boy. 

“Sometimes they take a little coaxing.”  He spit again and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. 

He went back over to the pile and tried to light it again in the same manner as before but 

with the same results.  He came back over to where the boy stood. 

 “It don’t help that there ain’t a inkling of wind,” he said.  “The air’s as heavy as a 

wheelbarrow load of cannon shot.” 

He was sweating now. 

 He picked up the saw and took it back over to the brush.  This time he was at it for some 

time, cutting his way into the side of the brush.  He formed a sort of cave in there.  It made the 

boy think about the beaver dams he had read about in school.  Then he felt something in his feet.  

He looked down, and when he looked back up he saw his father, on the big Cat, coming up the 

road.  With the saw going he could not hear the Cat at first, but now as it came closer its sound 

and presence annihilated everything else.  It came up on the primitive road and passed between 

the boy and the brush pile and it was all he could see as it towered above him, his father up there 
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in the armchair, smoking a cigarette and pulling levers.  Its noise was terrible.  He wanted to 

cover his ears but he was afraid his father would see him.  The huge diesel roared.  There was a 

high-pitched whistle that he could not pinpoint.  The steel tracks assaulted the earth and heavy 

steel scraped against itself in a painful wail.  The boy saw his father look over to the other side at 

the brush pile.  Then he turned, smiled at the boy, cigarette hanging loosely between his lips, and 

he went on up the road until finally the boy could hear the saw running again. 

 The boy sat and listened to the buzz of the saw.  He could not see Nate.  He only heard 

the alternating revving and idling of the saw.  He picked up a handful of gravel and started 

throwing stones, one at time, at the big octopus stump.  He tried to hit it right up in the center of 

its thickness where he imagined its mollusk mouth would be.  He missed it plenty, hitting other 

branches or pieces of brush, the stones ricocheting off into the air or down into the knotty mass.  

Sometimes he hit it dead on, but the noise from the saw drowned out any sound of stone 

knocking wood.  Once the saw did idle down at the very moment his stone hit a solid branch and 

he heard a very satisfying thunk. 

 The noise of the saw finally stopped altogether.  The boy did not pay attention to it now.  

He kept throwing stones at the brush.  Then a stone left his hand just as Nate appeared out of the 

cave he had worked his way into.  Nate had his back partially turned, and the boy knew instantly 

that the stone would hit him.  He did not know what to do, and in the little time it took to think 

about it the stone caught the man right in the side of his hardhat making a dull, crunching sound, 

as if it had struck a soup can. 

 Nate turned around sharply to see what had hit him.  The hardhat fell off when he turned.  

The boy threw his hands up into the air, for some reason, making it look like a stickup. 
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 “What the devil was that?” 

 “A rock.  I threw a rock.” 

 Nate wiggled his shoulders and cocked his head to the side.  He grimaced. 

 “I didn’t mean to hit you.  Really I didn’t.” 

 “I know you didn’t, Jamie.” 

 “Are you all right, Mr. Nate.  I really didn’t mean to hit you with it.” 

 “I’ll be all right, Jamie.  Just didn’t know what it was, that’s all.” 

 “I’m really sorry, Mr. Nate.” 

 “Call me ‘Nate,’ Son.  And stop frettin’.  I know you didn’t mean it.” 

 He picked up his hardhat and carried it and the diesel can over to where Jaimie stood.  He 

set the things down.  A stream of brown tobacco juice ran down from his mouth and dripped 

from his chin. 

 “Let’s take a break, Jamie.”  He sat down awkwardly on the diesel can, holding his 

hardhat in his hands.  He cocked his head to the side. 

 The boy sat down on the flat surface of the saw but jumped back up. 

 “Saw’s a little hot, Son.  Here, sit on my hardhat.” 

 He set the hardhat on the ground.  The boy sat on it and ran his fingers down along the 

ridges, feeling the dent the rock had made. 

 After a while Nate cleaned out his lip with his thumb and forefinger, wiped his hand on 

his pant leg and reached back into his shirt pocket.  He pulled out a candy bar.  The wrapper was 

badly wrinkled, and the boy could not identify what kind it was.  Nate broke the candy bar in 

half, breaking the wrapper neatly and handed half the bar to the boy. 
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 “If I can get a little fire going in there,” Nate said, pointing with his candy bar toward the 

brush pile, “get it good and hot, it might dry up some of that other mess.  Then we’ll stand a 

chance with it.” 

 He finished his candy bar, stood up and went back over to the brush pile, disappearing 

into the little cave he had made.  After a while he came back out. 

“I better put on that hardhat, Jamie.” 

Jamie stood and handed him the hardhat.  Nate put it on, then went back over and 

climbed up all the way on top of the brush pile.  He started forcing pieces of brush down through 

the top and into the little cave.  He looked small next to the big octopus stump.  He was working 

hard and lost his footing a few times.  When he fell he would almost disappear into the brush.  

Then he would come out and start working even harder at it.  Finally he came down, picked up 

the diesel can and took it into the cave.  He came back out, set the can down and went back in.  

He was in there for some time.  The boy saw black smoke filtering up through the brush, rising 

and curling.  Nate did not come out right away, and the boy began to worry.  When he finally did 

come out he picked up the diesel can and went right back in.  Smoke continued to rise up through 

the brush.  At times the smoke looked dirty, like balls of black cotton rising up and rolling out.  

He expected Nate to come out.  He heard the fire popping and crackling inside and he kept his 

eyes fixed now on the hole of the brush cave. 

Finally Nate came out hop-stepping, carrying the diesel can.  Smoke followed him out of 

the hole.  He came over to the boy. 

 “Is it burning?” the boy said. 

 “I don’t know, Son.  Couldn’t stay to watch.” 
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 After a while the popping and crackling stopped and the smoke thickened.  Then it 

thinned out and everything got quiet again. 

 “I’ll be a sorry sonofabitch.” 

 Nate limped back over to the brush pile.  He peered inside the hole in the brush, then 

stood upright. 

 “If I had napalm I’d get the sonofabitch to burn.” 

 He came back and got the chainsaw and resumed sawing.  He sawed twigs, limbs, and 

small logs.  He stopped, set the chainsaw down and threw all the newly cut wood up onto the 

center of the heap.  He threw it as high as he could get it.  When he came back over this time he 

was sweating even more heavily than before. 

 “I don’t know, Jaimie.  I got to sit down before I put the flame to it again.” 

 They sat for a while, the man not saying anything.  After some time the boy heard the Cat 

coming again.  Everything had been quiet, but then the sound of the Cat came before they could 

see the big machine.  Then, as it grew louder, it came into sight and there were the simultaneous 

sounds of tracks pounding the earth, making the great vibration, the big rollers pushing the track 

around, the loud singing of steel and the great hot noise of the diesel and that funny whistling 

sound.  When the Cat came closer he could feel the earth shake.  Tiny clumps of dirt came loose 

along the bank and rolled down in tiny avalanches. 

 The boy’s father stopped the Cat just before he reached the boy and the man.  He dropped 

the heavy blade slowly to the ground and the diesel was brought to a low, growling idle.  The 

father climbed down off the Cat. 

 “I thought surely you’d have a fire by now,” he said. 
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 “That brush is damp as duck shit,” Nate said.  “It won’t burn.” 

 The boy’s father went over to the pile.  He looked at all the fresh sawdust and the fresh 

ends of the cut brush.  He peered curiously into the cave Nate had cut.  He came back over, 

shaking his head. 

 “Couldn’t get it to burn, eh?” 

 “Not without napalm or white goddamned phosphorous.” 

 From where the boy sat he saw his father standing now in a gap between the big Cat and 

the brush pile so that he was silhouetted strangely against the low misty clouds that moved 

diagonally up out of the ravine across the road. 

 “I’ll be back with the pickup.” 

The boy’s father climbed back onto the Cat, throttled it up, raised the big blade and 

passed on down the road, around the corner and out of sight.  After a little while he came back in 

the pickup. 

He got a five-gallon gas can out of the back and set it on the ground behind the pickup.  It 

was a funny looking gas can, like an oversized teapot. 

The father went over to look at the brush pile. 

 “Jamie,” he said, “bring that can over.” 

 The boy tried to lift it, but he could not do it.  The father came over. 

 “What’s the matter?” 

 “It’s too heavy.” 



Carroll – The Draft 

 25

 The father grabbed the handle and with one arm picked it up and carried it easily to the 

brush pile.  The boy wondered how his father could be so strong and yet the boy could still beat 

him in a footrace. 

The father unscrewed the lid of the gas can and carried it up the side of the brush pile.  

Standing up there next to the big octopus, holding himself awkwardly atop the brush, he began 

dousing the whole thing with gasoline.  It all came slopping out of the spout all over the place.  

When the can was empty the father climbed down and carried the can back to the pickup, got in, 

drove up the road and came walking back down.  He had several rags in his hands, a length of 

rope and some newspaper. 

 “Get me that rock,” he said. 

 The boy picked up a round stone, about the size of a baby’s head, lying next to the bank.  

The boy carried it with difficulty over to his father. 

 “Nate, you spread this newspaper out.  I’ll get these rags.” 

 Nate spread the newspaper out on the ground. 

 “Now, Son, lay that stone in the middle of that newspaper.” 

 The boy did it.  The father then folded the newspaper up around the stone into a big ball 

and he placed the ball in the middle of the stack of rags he had made.  Then he brought the 

corners of the rags up around the ball. 

 “Nate, tie that off right there with the rope.” 

 Nate tied it off while the boy’s father got the can of diesel and brought it over.  He soaked 

the rag ball with the diesel. 
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 “Nate,” he said, “take Jamie up there out of the way.  And take that chainsaw and diesel 

with you.” 

 The boy followed Nate up the side of the bank, Nate carrying the diesel can and the 

chainsaw, and pulling mostly with his good leg until he reached the top.  They got behind a 

stump up there and lay down and watched the boy’s father. 

The father bent over and lit the rag ball with a cigarette lighter.  Then, holding the rope, 

he began swinging the fireball.  He swung it forward, then back, then forward.  With each swing 

the ball of flame huffed.  It sounded like a man sleeping heavily, just before the snoring begins. 

The man swung the flaming ball three times before he let it go.  The ball of fire arced 

toward the big brush heap, leaving a trail of smoke like a slow burning projectile catapulted at a 

fortress.  When it hit the brush pile a few flames sprung up and spread out, but not very far.  

Then suddenly it all burst at once and the whole pile was engulfed in flame.  When it went it 

sounded like a pillowcase being popped inside out in a stiff wind.  Black smoke roiled into a 

billowing cloud.  The whole pile was a great ball of yellow and orange for a few moments, but 

then it settled down, just like the sun setting, and before long it was out again. 

 The father climbed the bank toward Nate and the boy. 

 “Well,” he said, “she won’t burn today.” 

 “Time to eat anyways,” Nate said. 

 They went back down to the pickup.  The two men got their lunch pails.  They lowered 

the tailgate and the three of them sat on it while they ate lunch.  The boy tried to open his 

thermos of milk.  He got the little red cup off and set it on the tailgate next to himself, but he 

could not undo the stopper.  He handed the thermos to his father. 
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The boy’s father unscrewed the stopper and started to pour milk into the little red cup.  

He stopped abruptly and looked down into the cup.  Then he peered into the thermos.  He 

frowned and held the thermos down so the boy could look into it.  The boy did not know what he 

was supposed to see in there and before he figured it out his father got up off the tailgate, walked 

over to the edge of the road and hurtled the thermos underhanded out over the deep ravine.  The 

thermos sailed out in a big arc and dropped into the mist where it disappeared.  The boy listened 

but he never heard it hit anything.  There was an impulse that made him want to go after it.  He 

had not expected his father to throw it and it was a shock and he felt himself following the 

thermos down into the ravine as though it were his heart that had been thrown.  All in that one 

moment it occurred to him that the glass inside the thermos had broken when it had rolled out of 

the pickup earlier that morning.  His mother had filled the thermos with cold milk and going to 

work with his father had broken everything inside and the milk was no longer drinkable.  The 

image of the thermos rising out over and then dropping into the mist of the ravine was strangely 

similar to that of the fireball that his father had lobbed onto the brush pile.  Both images struck 

something now somewhere deep inside him, but he did not understand what it was or what it 

meant. 

The boy sat on the tailgate between the two men.  He thought about how they had had to 

go away.  He did not know then what it had been about but later he would understand it more.  

He would come to understand that they had been mostly unsuccessful in what they had gone 

away to do.  And still later he would come to understand that they had thrown everything they 

had at it, everything, and had come back empty. 
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After lunch, Nate and the boy spent the afternoon trailing behind the boy’s father on the 

big Cat, tossing loose roots and other debris out of the new road.  And in the late afternoon they 

parked the Cat in a flat area toward the leading edge of the new road and traveled in the pickup 

back out past the brush heap, back out onto the primitive road, then the good gravel road and 

finally back out onto the blacktop. 

 On the way home the boy dozed.  He woke as they passed through the little town with the 

restaurant where they had eaten breakfast.  He thought about the pretty waitress and wondered 

whether she was still inside.  He imagined her smile, thinking about it over and over, trying to 

see it clearly. 

 “Wonder whether that boy this morning ever hooked up with anyone,” Nate said. 

 “I imagine he did,” said the boy’s father.  “Looked like he was ready for work.” 

 The men did not say anything more about it, and they rode in silence for several miles.  

The boy watched the road.  He daydreamed and almost dozed again.  Then, on a long straight 

stretch he saw something run out into the road up ahead.  It was a large dog and it came right out 

in front of an oncoming pickup.  It was hit broadside and was laid out flat and slid, as if on a 

sheet of ice, all the way across the other lane, across the shoulder and over the ditch.  It hit the 

bank over there hard and flipped up before landing out of sight in the gutter.  The boy’s father 

slowed down.  The pickup coming the other way, the one that had hit the dog, had pulled off 

onto the shoulder.  Another vehicle stopped behind the pickup.  Someone was hurrying across 

the yard from where the dog had come.  As they passed the scene the boy looked up and around 

Nate, trying to see out the passenger window to the ditch, hoping to see the dog get up but he 

knew that it would not happen. 
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 “Boy, I hate to see that,” Nate said. 

 The boy’s father shook his head.  “Poor fella.  Didn’t stand a chance.” 

Then, later, they slowed again and pulled into the gravel parking lot of a very old store.   

The boy thought at first that it was somebody’s old house.  The exterior was dark brown, and the 

boy followed the two men up the wooden steps and in through the screen door.  He thought it 

was strange that they went on inside without knocking, but then inside he saw all of the shelves 

with the canned goods and other foodstuffs on them. 

“Get yourself a candy bar or somethin’ and a pop.” 

The boy got a candy bar from one of the shelves and a Coca Cola out of the soda machine 

that sat like a chest-style icebox on the wood-planked floor.  The men each got a beer.  Back in 

the truck the boy, seated between the men, looked up at them occasionally.  Each lifted his beer 

bottle from time to time and the boy thought that the red and white markings on the bottles 

seemed the symbols of something very old and important. 

 The boy finished his candy bar and Coca Cola.  They stopped at Nate’s house and 

dropped him off.  When Nate opened the door he picked up his lunch pail from off the floor.  He 

had taken off a sweatshirt and jacket in the afternoon and he had them draped over his arm.  The 

boy was aware suddenly of the familiar odor of a man coming home from a hard day’s work, the 

odor he smelled on his father every evening when he came home.  It was all associated with his 

clothes and somehow his lunchbox. 

“Well, Jamie,” he said, “you did a good day’s work today, even if we couldn’t get that 

mess to burn.  Lance, I’ll see you in the morning.” 

“In the morning, Nate.” 
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Nate shut the door of the pickup.  The boy watched him limp over to the porch.  The 

pickup was turning around now and the boy turned to watch Nate ascend the few steps to his 

door and, before entering, the man set all of his things down and started to untie his boots.  The 

boy tried watching but they were too far away by the time the man got them off. 

Then they were back on the road and into the little town and everything was again 

familiar.  The father had taken a cigarette out and was smoking it now with the window open a 

little.  The boy turned to his father. 

 “Dad?” 

 “What is it, Son?” 

 “Will I have to go into the Army when I grow up?” 

 “No.  Not if you don’t want to.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Really.” 

 “Didn’t you have to go into the Army?” 

 “I did, but that was because I got drafted.  They don’t have a draft any more.” 

 “What’s a draft?” 

 “It’s a letter they send you saying you’ve been drafted into the Army, telling you where 

to report and when and what to bring with you.” 

 “How old were you?” 

 “Twenty-two.  You were three-years-old.” 

 “They don’t send those letters any more?” 

 “No, they don’t.” 
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 “How come?” 

 “Well, there was a war then.  They needed men to fight the war.  But the war is over.” 

 “Will there be another one?” 

 “I don’t know.  I hope not.” 

 “What if they start sending the letters again when I grow up?” 

 “Son, even if they start the draft again and you get drafted there’s ways around it.  If you 

don’t want to go you don’t have to.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Really.  I saw enough war for both of us.  Probably for your kids too.” 

 “So I won’t have to go, even if they send me a letter?” 

 “You won’t have to go, Son.  Not if you don’t want to.” 

 The boy was quiet after that.  They came up the hill out of town until they could see the 

Jensen house.  Then they turned onto their own driveway and there was the boy’s brother playing 

in the yard.  His brother put his things down when he saw them coming and ran over to greet 

them.  And then in through the door and there was the boy’s mother, looking almost as she had 

when they had left so early in the morning.  She seemed proud of the boy in some way.  She 

asked him about his day and he tried to tell her but there were things that he could not describe 

very well.  She asked the boy’s father about the thermos, and the father told her what had 

happened.  She hugged the boy, and all of the images of the day came back to him, running 

through his mind quickly and he realized that he would never try to describe it all to her. 

And now when he went to bed at night he dreamed that he was a soldier in war and that 

he was brave and capable and that other men followed him and sometimes he even dreamed that 
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he got hurt badly and that he was carried out on a stretcher and his injuries were severe and 

painful but somehow there was glory in his injuries and he suffered them bravely, heroically.  

There were times when it still scared him, but he overcame those times now by thinking of them 

differently and if a letter ever came for him when he got older he believed he knew what he 

would do.  He really had a long time yet, but he truly believed now that he knew what he would 

do when it came. 

 

The End 


