
letcher the Cockfighter lost his left index finger when he fell 
into the pit during a fight between Rochester, his prize cock, 

and that mangy rooster belonging to Horse-Lip Beckman over in 
Granite County. But it wasn’t Beckman’s cock that bit Fletcher, it 
was Rochester, and it wasn’t really the bite that took his finger, but 
the gangrenous aftermath that turned it black and swollen and as 
painful as a fifth of bad whiskey.

Fletcher would never have fallen into the pit if his best friend, 
Smoocher, hadn’t pointed out Tulip Holloway up from New 
Orleans, standing just inside the garage door, not more than twenty 
feet away, her hair glowing like embers in the setting sun. She 
wasn’t watching the fighting cocks, though, but was gazing past 
Fletcher toward the charred pillars and blackened beams at the far 
end of the garage, where his daddy used to work on everyone’s 
cars. Fletcher supposed she’d come up to see her sister for the 
Fourth of July holiday and to visit the home where she’d been born 
and raised, though he couldn’t say for sure why she’d come back. 
He hadn’t seen her in Cassidy County since she’d left fifteen years 
earlier, so for him, all he had was conjecture and a peculiar sense 
of anticipation.

When Fletcher saw Tulip standing there, her face soft as a 
sunrise, he forgot where he was or when it was or even who he 
was, same as he had in ’36, when Tulip boarded the train for New 
Orleans, only hours after a fire had swept through his daddy’s 
garage. To this day, Fletcher didn’t know whether he’d been more 
upset by his daddy’s roasting or by Tulip leaving town without so 
much as waving good-bye. Since he had first set eyes on her, when 
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she stepped into his daddy’s garage, he had loved the way she 
walked, the way she talked, the way she smiled while looking at 
him from the corner of her eye. Just about every afternoon except 
maybe Sundays she’d saunter into the garage and pull a soda out 
of the cooler and lean against the car that his daddy’d be working 
on. Then she’d watch him crawl beneath the engine or reach under 
the hood while she sipped her soda and acted like she could have 
already been in New Orleans for all it mattered. And before long 
Fletcher’s daddy would be strutting around like a rooster himself, 
but not the fighting kind, the loving kind, and Tulip would laugh 
and Fletcher’s daddy would squirm, but there was always a light 
that both of them carried inside. Then one afternoon Fletcher’s 
mama showed up and soon after his daddy told Tulip not to come 
by and Tulip told his daddy she’d be seeing him in hell. Shortly 
thereafter, the garage caught fire and so did Fletcher’s daddy, 
and then Tulip left for New Orleans. And now, after all this time, 
there in front of Fletcher were Tulip’s gleaming eyes and delicate 
ears and those same fine curves that snaked along the folds of her 
white cotton dress. She’d hardly changed in fifteen years, Fletcher 
decided, except maybe she was even more enticing than the day 
she’d left.

A buzz seemed to electrify him at that moment. His head felt 
light and the rafters turned upside down and he tumbled into the 
pit between the fighting cocks amid a blur of bloodied feathers and 
slashing spurs, and that’s when Rochester attacked his left index 
finger. But Fletcher thought little about his injury and jumped 
out of the pit so fast he nearly knocked Smoocher into one of the 
charred posts. Then Fletcher raced after Tulip, who had stepped out 
through the garage door and into the evening’s flaxen light. 

He found her standing next to the old gasoline pump, 
surrounded by a cloud of dust, a reminder of the last three years 
of drought, and he knew that what she saw was a town all but 
deserted—the boarded windows, the rotting buildings, the handful 
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of old-timers too proud to move from their homes. And then there 
was Fletcher, saddled with his daddy’s debts, years of grease 
stained into his fingers, still working in the same garage he had 
when he first laid eyes on his sweet Tulip.

At that moment, Fletcher thought Tulip Holloway looked like 
an angel, wrapped in a golden aura, the way she stood there so 
dignified, so self-contained. So he sucked in a lung full of dust and 
shuffled up next to her and held his cock-bitten hand over his heart 
and said, “Ma’am, I’ve loved you since the day we met.”

Tulip shook her head and looked down at his finger and 
replied, “Sir, I believe you’re bleeding.”

“That’s the way it is, ma’am. We’re all bleeding, ain’t we? 
Some of us inside, some of us out.”

Tulip looked at him as she would someone working on a car 
and nodded with a slight smile. “Maybe so,” she said. “But it’s the 
burning that gets us, not the bleeding. Just ask your daddy.” Then 
she struck a match against the pump and lit her cigarette, pulling 
in a long, slow draw, and at that moment, Fletcher was reminded 
of the day Tulip had left Cassidy County, how she stood outside 
the train station, striking one match after the next, never lighting 
her cigarette, but dropping each flaming stick to the ground, and 
all the while he waited across the street, watching the late evening 
sun settle upon her face, the dust particles floating in the sweltering 
air. He thought about his daddy, then, back at the garage, still lying 
there amid the smoke and ruin, roasted like a pig on a holiday spit. 
And now, fifteen years later, Fletcher stood in front of the same 
damaged garage and watched Tulip walk away once again, leaving 
him with nothing but a bleeding finger and a burnt-out dream and 
a prized cock about to get battered and bitten to a million bloody 
pieces.
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