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            So they take off after each other straight into an endless black prairie. The sun is just comin’ down and they can feel the night on their backs. What they don’t know is that each one of ’em is afraid, see. Each one separately thinks that he’s the only one that’s afraid. And they keep ridin’ like that straight into the night. Not knowing. And the one who’s chasin’ doesn’t know where the other one is taking him. And the one who’s being chased doesn’t know where he’s going.

            — Sam Shepard, True West
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            One

         

         Everyone was given a path. There were shifters and sweepers, sorters and feeders. There were pickers and porters and air drivers. There were loaders and unloaders, ramp workers and water spiders, grounders and stowers and freighters.

         Emmett was declared an unloader. Third shift, where they always “needed bodies.” He signed the paperwork, wrote the word “Void” on a check.

         The woman who gave his interview said there were levels to every path, opportunities for advancement, for greater benefits. She made it sound like a game you could win.

         Nothing’s binding, she said. People bounce around, find their niche.

         Emmett came to realize, as she spoke, that your path meant nothing, really, except the position where you started. It was only a piece of jargon.

         I don’t have a permanent address at the moment, he told her. But I will soon.

         That’s fine, she said. You’re not alone. 4

         
            [image: ]

         

         There was nothing but farmland where they built it, and it rose up now from the fields of dead corn like a vast anomaly. A dozen warehouses, two runways. A parking lot fit for a stadium. It looked, from the window of the shuttle bus at night, like a lonesome galaxy in the borderless dark. The sodium lamps in the lot gave off orange coronas, and the fainter beacons of the taxiways arranged themselves in trembling constellations.

         The people on board the shuttle were too visible in the harsh light, the shapes of their skulls apparent in their faces. They tightened the Velcro straps of back braces, ate strong-smelling soups and curries from Tupperware, struggling to reach their mouths with their spoons as the bus shook and jounced. They watched porn on their phones—slack-faced, mouths ajar. They played word games, poker, Candy Crush. They spun the reels of cartoon slot machines. They rubbed at scratch-offs with pennies. They stared with glassy resignation at absolutely nothing.

         The guard shack was chaotic, men with wands shouting over the high-pitched keening of the metal detectors, herding the workers. The guards were not TSA, belonging instead to a private security firm, and they looked to Emmett like Neo-Nazis who’d recently finished prison sentences—Viking braids, bleached goatees, tattoos of Iron Crosses on their forearms.

         He sat with the other recruits in an office annex, listening to Scott, their “Learning Ambassador,” break down the workers’ basic duties and the company’s expectations. He was a small and energetic man, pacing to and fro, his lanyard ID badge swinging pendulum-like. Broken blood vessels lent his cheeks a rosy appearance, and he had a little boy’s haircut, his bangs clipped short in a perfectly straight line.

         You might think of this place as a warehouse, he said. But here at Tempo, we like to think of it as a ware-home.

         They were made to click through a series of training modules on computers from the early aughts. They watched video clips, wherein a softspoken female narrator highlighted recent company achievements over a soundtrack of jazzy Muzak. The clips underscored Tempo’s ethical commitment to creating a better world. But if Emmett 5learned anything from them, it was the extent to which the company’s maneuverings had touched all realms of commerce. They were in the business of both fulfillment and distribution, shipping their own parcels—the orders boxed and sorted at smaller regional hubs—along with the parcels of anyone willing to pay. They’d begun to build retail warehouses, in competition with Walmart and Target. They’d been buying regional supermarket chains, and would use their network of distribution centers and their fleet of trucks to deliver groceries directly to the doorsteps of eager customers. In the video, a Tempo delivery driver in her familiar evergreen uniform handed a paper sack of bananas and grapes and baguettes to an elderly woman, who smiled and waved as the green electric truck pulled away.

         Officially, it was called the Tempo Air Cargo Distribution Center, but Scott called it simply “the Center.” It was Tempo’s largest distribution hub, and had been built here in Nowheresville, Kentucky, because of its geographic centrality. Some of the workers commuted from Bowling Green or Elizabethtown, but most came from the forgotten hamlets of the surrounding counties, places with names like Horse Branch and Sunfish, Spring Lick and Falls of Rough. There had once been coal mines and tobacco stemmeries in that area, auto plants and grist mills. But all those enterprises had fled or been shuttered. Now Tempo had arrived to take their place.

         What we’re doing here is regional rejuvenation, Scott said. We’re creating long-term opportunities.

         The recruits were called upon to introduce themselves and offer a “fun fact” about their lives. When Emmett’s turn arrived, he said he spent his free time writing screenplays. Really, there’d been only one screenplay—an evolving, never-ending autobiographical work that he’d abandoned and revived a dozen times. But he feared that admitting this would make him sound insane.

         How bout that, Scott said. We have a screenwriter in our midst. What are they about?

         Just my life, he said. They’re autobiographical.

         Hey, I better look out, Scott said. Maybe one day you’ll write about this. Maybe one day we’ll see it on the big screen. 6

         Then he called on the next recruit, whose “fun fact” was that a miniature horse had kicked him in the head as a young boy, leaving him without a sense of smell.

         
             

         

         Emmett moved to the warehouse—the ware-home, rather—and began what Scott called the “Skill Lab” portion of training. An enormous digital clock hung near the entrance, red numerals burning through the haze of warehouse dust. Beneath it, a scanner and a flatscreen monitor were mounted. You held your badge to the crisscross of lasers, and when the system read the barcode, your image appeared on the screen. They’d taken the photos on the first day of orientation, the trainees backed against a blank wall, unsure whether to smile. They looked like mugshots. When you saw yourself appear onscreen—the past-self who’d taken this job, who’d embarked on this path—and you gazed up at the red digits, measuring time by the second, you knew, unmistakably, that you were on the clock. It was the only clock, as far as Emmett knew, in the warehouse.

         On the wall, near the break room door, a large sign read: We’ve worked 86 days without a lost time accident! The number was a digital counter. Emmett wondered what had happened 86 days ago. Each night, the number rose—87, 88, 89—and whatever had caused this loss of time receded further into the Center’s collective memory.

         It was a huge, hangar-like structure, an intricate maze of conveyor belts, all churning and chugging at once. The racket was like a subway train perpetually arriving at the platform—the clattering rhythm, the screak of friction. Bays for trucks took up one side; on the other, loading docks for planes. The floor was studded with steel ball bearings and rollers, so the shipping containers—“cans”—could be towed easily from the docks to the belt lanes. It was all so labyrinthine and vast that Emmett felt what he might begrudgingly call awe. He’d never gazed at the vaulted ceiling of a cathedral, sunlight turned to scattered jewels by stained glass, but he imagined the feeling might be similar.

         When it came to the work itself, there was not much to learn. If 7they remembered nothing else, said Scott, they should remember the Eight Rules of Lifting and Lowering.

         Approach the object, feet shoulder width apart, bend at the knees, test the weight of the package, grip opposite corners, lift smoothly, pivot or step without twisting, use existing equipment.

         Unloading the containers of air cargo onto conveyor belts was the one and only dimension of his work, the same task repeated, ad infinitum. They showed him how to latch the cans into the lanes, how to break the yellow plastic seals. They showed him the little hydraulic knob that lifted and lowered the conveyor belt. (This was the “existing equipment” mentioned in the last of the Eight Rules.) They showed him the “small-sort” belt for loose envelopes and small parcels, and the “irreg” belt for unboxed freight—tires, axles, machine parts, etc.

         And that was it.

         It’s a simple job, really, said Scott. Put boxes onto a conveyor belt until the can is empty, then bring over a new can. Do the same thing. Rinse and repeat.

         Most nights, as he left, he saw the Blood Bus—an RV outfitted by the Red Cross to function as a mobile blood donation center. A fat man stood outside, calling out to the workers as they spilled from the shuttles. Hop on the bus, give your blood to us! he shouted. Hop on the bus, give your blood to us!

         The man was always slick with sweat, his face purple and engorged from the exertion of shouting. No one ever seemed to enter the bus, and Emmett wondered why they came here. The last thing he’d want to do, leaving his shift hungry and aching, was donate blood. But there must be a few, he thought, to make the blood man’s efforts worthwhile. Those who heard the call and said, What the hell? They were already spent. Why not open their veins, give a little more?

         
             

         

         He met his supervisor, a man named Jason Flake. Everyone called him “Flaky.” He was younger and much taller than Emmett, his arms too long and skinny for his frame. He reminded Emmett of a praying mantis. You could tell the supervisors from the union workers 8by the clothes they wore—Tempo golf shirts tucked into pleated khakis—and by their radios, shoulder mics clipped to their collars. In the beginning, Flaky kept a close eye on Emmett. Turn your badge to face out, bud, he’d say, and Emmett would rotate the laminated ID badge Velcroed to his upper bicep. They were supposed to unload twenty boxes per minute, and the supervisors knew the precise average of each package handler. The boxes placed on the conveyor passed through a bright, mirrored scanner, each barcode logged in the system.

         You’re at 18.3 per minute, bud, Flaky would say, without looking up from his iPad. Try to pick it up a little.

         Each night, as his shift wound down, Flaky came to Emmett’s lane, stood in the doorway of the can, and asked him to recite the Eight Rules of Lifting and Lowering. When Emmett had gone through them, Flaky would scribble something on a clipboard and ask Emmett to sign. He came to realize, gradually, that the Eight Rules were an insurance policy; this is why they mattered so much to management. All the other safety protocols—hazmat handling procedures, what to do during a tornado, etc.—would so rarely come to any use that their presence in the modules was almost a formality.

         But the Eight Rules—they governed the only sanctioned movement of Emmett’s body on the clock. And if you understood the Eight Rules—if, in fact, you signed your name to a piece of paper attesting that you understood them—then you could never be injured in such a way that blame fell on the company. If you ruptured a disk in your back, or blew out your knee, or crushed your fingers, it would be because you’d failed, in some way, to follow the Eight Rules.

         
             

         

         There was a village within walking distance from the shuttle pickup—an “unincorporated community” called Middle Junction with a motel. This was where he’d been living, paying a weekly rate. He’d lived in New Orleans before, had lost his job there at an Outback Steakhouse, and come home to Kentucky knowing that Tempo would hire anyone. He had not yet told his mother, Kathy, he was back. But 9his money had nearly run out; the motel life was not sustainable. He called her after six months of near silence, sprawled out on the bed’s pilled comforter in the tiny room that stank of cigarette smoke.

         I’m home, he said.

         Emmett? she said. Are you okay? Where are you? 

         I’m home, he said again.

         In Paducah?

         No, I’m in this nowhere town—out past Beaver Dam. 

         What in the world are you doing there?

         Getting a job, he said. At the Tempo hub. I’m almost through with orientation.

         What happened to New Orleans? 

         It’s a long story.

         Where are you living? 

         In a motel.

         Well, that won’t do, she said. That won’t do at all.

         She made him promise to come home, said she’d buy him a Greyhound ticket. I’d fetch you myself, she said, but your brother and his wife are coming this weekend.

         Joel was Emmett’s half-brother, but Kathy never made the distinction. He lived in New York, where he taught “cultural studies” at a small college—a subject Emmett had never been able to make heads or tails of. He’d published a book a couple years earlier and had married his wife, Alice, right after. The last time he’d seen them was at their wedding.

         I don’t know, he said. Spending time with Joel had a way of making him feel sorry for the state of his life.

         This is a blessing! Kathy said. Both my boys home—we’ll have a family reunion!

         The next day, he waited for the bus as twilight fell. The town was little more than a crossroads: a gas station, a farm supply store, a Dollar General with Amish buggies in the lot. Beside the Greyhound stop, in a patch of grass, someone had put up three flagpoles and a gazebo, and there were white wooden crosses in rows, bearing the names of locals who’d died during the pandemic. Emmett waited alone, reading 10the names, hearing the rasp of wind in the dry corn, the faint melodies of country music drifting from the vacant gas station.

         The bus arrived and took him west. He drew a book from his backpack, a manual on screenwriting. It was called The Eternal Story: Screenwriting Made Simple. He read for a while by the light of the overhead lamp till he grew tired. Tinny music came from the other passengers’ headphones. When he closed his eyes, his dreams for the future played like movies. New York, Los Angeles—he’d never seen them in person, only in images on screens.

         He watched the scrolling world and thought about his life, how he’d gotten to this point. The Center. One thing he was sure of: they were far from the center. One saw this, clearly, from the window of a Greyhound bus. One saw the brushstrokes of irrelevance in the landscape itself. The rhyme of towns, the patchwork fields. The illusion of movement. Most of America was like this, though Emmett sometimes forgot, spending so much of his life in fantasy. Traveling by Greyhound had a way of inflicting realism on even the most ardent dreamer. One saw, as Emmett saw now, the glowing corporate emblems, the names and symbols hoisted on stilts. One saw prisons that looked like high schools. High schools that looked like prisons. One saw the blaze of stadium lights above the tree line, heard the faint echo of the anthem, of military brass and drums. One saw the salvage yards of broken machines. The mannequin of Christ pinned to a cross. The moon-eyed cattle, standing in smoky pastures at dusk. One saw huge flags rippling above car dealerships. Combines blinking in fields at night. One could see all this, unreeling frame by frame, and understand, as Emmett understood, the immense bitterness of exile.
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            Two

         

         His mother greeted him at the Greyhound depot. Kathy was a small, sinewy woman, her hair in a silver bob that grazed her chin. The back of her Town & Country minivan was heaped with clothing.

         Don’t mind that, she said. That’s all going to consignment.

         She hugged Emmett and pulled back to get a good look at him. 

         The prodigal son returns, she said. You look tired.

         I’ve been on the night shift all week. 

         Your eyes—you look like a raccoon.

         It’s good to see you, too, Emmett said.

         Kathy lived in West Paducah, between the mall and the old uranium enrichment plant. Much of the farmland there had been subdivided. What had once been tobacco and soybeans was now crowded with lookalike homes and sun-parched lawns, where not even the constant chittering of sprinklers could keep the grass from browning in summer. There was a billboard above I-24—mccracken county dream homes, with a number you could call. This is what Kathy had, a vinyl-sided prefab, much like all the others on the street. They delivered your Dream Home to you in pieces, fitted them together, and then you had a place to live. There were thousands going up like that in Kentucky, more respectable than a mobile home, if only 12slightly. make your dreams come true, said the billboard, and that’s what everyone seemed to think they were doing. Their dreams were readymade and easy to assemble. They cost very little and were worth almost nothing when you were done with them.

         She let him sleep in the next day. He woke at noon and sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee left over from breakfast he’d warmed in the microwave. Kathy fixed a cup for herself and sat with him. They looked out the sliding glass doors at the backyard. Though it was only August, the walnut trees over the patio had begun to drop their fruit, green husks the size of tennis balls thudding against the cement, some already black and rotting, some floating like buoys in her tiny koi pond. He was glad to see his mother, to be here in the Dream Home, even if it signified another defeat in his life.

         So, Tempo, she said. They pay good?

         Not really.

         Benefits?

         Emmett nodded.

         Do you miss New Orleans?

         The answer was complicated. Though he’d liked New Orleans, he hadn’t really had the money to live in the city itself. He’d lived in Metairie, near I-10, where he’d worked at the Outback Steakhouse. His dream of the French Quarter, of a brightly painted Creole cottage, a banana tree in the backyard, had been just that—a dream. Faraway and unattainable.

         It wasn’t a city where I could reach my full potential, he said.

         You can reach your full potential working at Tempo?

         That’s just to pay rent. What I really want to do is screenwriting. 

         Like writing movies?

         Or a TV show. Whatever.

         What happened to becoming a songwriter? Kathy said. That was the last thing you decided you’d be. Before that, it was professional chef. Before that, it was stand-up comedian.

         He hated to be reminded of his failed creative pursuits, his veering from one passion to another, but he could always rely on Kathy to bring it up. 13

         Those were naïve goals, Emmett said. I can see that now. But with screenwriting, there are steps. You just follow the steps.

         You’re like a kid sometimes, she said. One day, he wants to be an astronaut. The next, a baseball star. The next day, a cowboy.

         A screenwriter is hardly the same thing as a cowboy. 

         Well, I wish you’d go back and finish school.

         You can’t major in screenwriting.

         You could start with basics at the community college. You could live here.

         I plan to live near the Center. 

         The Center?

         Tempo. That’s what they call it.

         She made a fretful sound, blew on her coffee, and took a sip. A walnut dropped on the metal roof of the garden shed outside, sounding like a gunshot. They both startled and turned their heads to look.

         So what’s Joel coming home for?

         He’s doing a lectureship at Murray State, she said. Just for the fall semester, as I understand it.

         Are they leaving New York?

         It’s up in the air, Kathy said. But Lord, I hope so. I pray every day they don’t get shot or stabbed or blown up.

         He’ll never come back to the South.

         I have so much to do before they get here, she said, ignoring him. I have to clean the house. I have to fix your brother’s cake.

         What cake? Why does he get a cake?

         It’s a homecoming cake, she said, as if it should be obvious. 

         Where’s my homecoming cake?

         Well, how was I to know you were coming home? You vanish and reappear. You never call.

         Even if you’d known, there would be no cake.

         Why shouldn’t I celebrate Joel’s successes? He’s very accomplished. I wish you’d talk to him more. You could ask him for advice, about writing and whatnot.

         I don’t need his advice.

         Well, can I give you a piece of advice, then? she said. 14

         He sighed theatrically. I’m listening.

         Write down your goals. Take a sheet of paper, write “My Goals” at the top, then put everything down. That way, you have it as a reference point. You can’t betray yourself. You can’t let yourself off the hook.

         Emmett wanted to ask what her goals had been at twenty-eight, if she’d aspired to anything more than raising her children in this town where nothing much happened and no one expected it to. Instead, he said all right, he would write down his goals, and this seemed to satisfy her.

         
             

         

         Emmett’s car had broken down in New Orleans. This had precipitated, in part, his decision to leave. His grandmother, Ruth, was too old to drive. She was too old to do anything except watch Fox News. She had a 1997 Mercury Mystique with a lineup of Beanie Babies in the back windshield, and she told Emmett she would sell it to him for a dollar.

         Kathy dropped him off, and he found her in the backyard with Lijah, the exterminator. There had been a long-standing issue with groundhogs, her little house abutting a wooded creek where they bred. They gnawed through the lattice surrounding her deck and tunneled beneath the foundation. Lijah was a church friend. She’d been calling him for years to set traps in the woods, snaring rabbits and cats as often as groundhogs. It came to be their habit, over time, that after he’d discharged his official duties, she’d invite him to sit a spell and drink coffee.

         She saw Emmett coming and went to greet him. Her hair was dyed coal black, her eyes as small and dark as currants. An intricate crazing of broken blood vessels had turned her nose and cheeks purple.

         Lijah’s spraying dope, she said. Lijah, you remember Emmett, my grandson?

         Lijah waved. He stood beside her garden shed, holding a sprayer wand attached to a backpack tank, his gray hair tied in a ponytail. His 15T-shirt said critter killers—the name of his company—though he seemed to be the only killer of critters on the payroll.

         The traps were empty, so I’m fixing to spray, he said. 

         Spray for what? Emmett said.

         Lijah shrugged. Anything.

         It’s a constant battle, Ruth said. Varmints, termites, snakes. They all try to get inside. Then you’ve got prowlers. Dottie Driscoll down the street caught a prowler in her backyard.

         Fraid I can’t spray for that that, ma’am, said Lijah. 

         What prowler? Emmett said. Who was it?

         How should I know? Dottie’s grandson ran them off. He’s a sheriff’s deputy. Her grandchildren visit her every day.

         I doubt that.

         Emmett is Joel’s brother, Ruth said. I’s just telling Lijah I’ve got me a famous author for a grandson.

         I always wanted to write a book, Lijah said, squirting poison along the base of the shed. Problem is, I never liked writing.

         That would be a hurdle, Emmett said.

         When you’re done, I’ll warm us some coffee, Ruth said.

         I’ll be covered in dope spray, ma’am. You don’t want me tracking all that in.

         Never mind that, Ruth said. I’ll show you my copy of the book.

         The smells of her house—her White Diamonds perfume, her geriatric ointments, the jar of congealed bacon grease by the stove—brought Emmett back to the boredom of summer mornings when Ruth would keep them, his mother at work, Joel entertaining himself with the World Book Encyclopedia. The days had seemed so long, his life so long ahead of him.

         Down the hallway, in the bedroom, Emmett and Lijah stood before her bookcase. There were three copies of his brother’s book, wrapped in plastic, wedged between Erma Bombeck and Nora Ephron. It was called Going South: The Descent of Rural America. She took one down with great ceremony and placed it like a fragile artifact in Lijah’s open hands. 16

         Going South, he said. Well, I’ll be.

         We always knew, didn’t we? Ruth said, squeezing Emmett’s arm. Our Joel was special. He used to recite the presidents. Five years old.

         A memory: Joel with his bowl cut and secretive smile, standing on a chair, surrounded by adoring faces and the remnants of Thanksgiving supper. Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison …

         He was always reading, Ruth said. And Emmett was always watching movies.

         I don’t suppose you became a movie star? Lijah said. 

         Emmett’s still finding his way, she said. Aren’t you? 

         Emmett managed to smile.

         She returned the book to its place and asked Lijah how a cup of coffee sounded.

         I’d never turn it away, he said.

         Tell you what, I’ll make a fresh pot.

         They’d started to leave when something caught Lijah’s eye. He went to the old laundry chute in the corner and crushed a spider on the wall with his meaty fist.

         We’ve got a problem here, he said. He opened the chute door and peered inside.

         I never use that thing, Ruth said. It’s been blocked for years. You put something in and you never see it again.

         It’s a breeding ground, Lijah said. They love the dark. I’ll spray before I leave.

         
             

         

         When Lijah had gone, she led Emmett down to the carport and showed him the Mercury Mystique. The Beanie Babies were still arrayed in the back windshield, their colors sun-faded. Do I get to keep the Beanie Babies? Emmett said.

         Oh sure, Ruth said. They were supposed to make me a lot of money but they ain’t worth a cent now.

         They sat in the living room after, eating Danish cookies from a tin, dipping them in coffee. Fox News was playing. It was never turned off, only muted. They were interviewing the recipient of a face transplant. The man had been disfigured by an accident, and now he wore the 17face of a dead man like a mask. It was convincing, though his mouth did not work quite right, and you could see where the sutures had been along his forehead.

         Ruth was half-deaf. She leaned forward, straining to hear. They took off his face, she said, and gave him another man’s face?

         A dead man, Emmett said.

         She bit one of the stale cookies in half and shook her head at the marvel of it. They do everything now, don’t they? she said.

         She relayed the latest gossip. He learned who of his cousins was pregnant, who was getting married, who was headed for divorce. She sometimes mixed up the names, but Emmett knew, more or less, who she meant. Once the family gossip had been covered, she moved on to the deaths. Grandma Ruth kept a relentless mental catalogue of all the strange and grisly deaths in McCracken County.

         A man in Symsonia got himself killed on a four-wheeler, she said. Two boys drowned at Kentucky Lake last month. Two foreigners shot each other at a bar. Let’s see, what else. Oh! There was the man who caught himself on fire.

         He what? Emmett said. When Grandma Ruth said the word “fire,” it was like the word “far,” and it took him a moment to catch the meaning.

         Fire, she said. He pulled up at the filling station down the street, covered hisself in gasoline, and lit a match. They showed the footage on the TV.

         Jesus. Why’d he do it? 

         He was protesting.

         Protesting what?

         She bit another Danish cookie and shrugged. Just life, I guess, she said.

         
             

         

         She excused herself to the restroom, and Emmett went down the hall and stood before the shelf that held Joel’s books. He looked at the cover: a caved-in church in a field, the stacks of a coal-fired power plant in the hazy distance. He’d read it a while back, though perhaps it was more accurate to say he’d skimmed. The essays were about 18Kentucky and the mechanics of what Joel called “rural despair.” The running theme throughout was the privatization of mental health. He used terms like “neoliberal” and “post-Fordist,” the meanings of which Emmett understood only foggily, and argued that depression was not simply a chemical imbalance, but a normal human response to the vulgarity of late capitalism.

         The book alternated between abstract theory and a more personal style. One of the essays explored Joel’s relationship with their mother and her spiral into QAnon conspiracy theories. Emmett had always felt it was unfair; it exaggerated her views and made her seem like something, or someone, that she wasn’t. Now Joel had some money and a job. He had his smug-looking photo on the jacket of a book.

         In a flush of sudden anger, he took all three copies of Going South from the shelf, opened the laundry chute, and let them tumble from his arms into darkness.

         
             

         

         The first place he drove, in his new Mystique, was the Kmart parking lot in Lone Oak. The Kmart was no longer in business, though you could still see the pale impression of the letter K on the stucco where the sign had been. Now it was a place where people bought drugs. The only dealer Emmett knew was a grade school acquaintance called Fuzzy. He’d hit puberty at nine years old and grown a thick pelt of reddish fur on his back and arms. The nickname had followed him ever since.

         Fuzzy pulled up in a maroon Buick LeSabre and Emmett got inside.

         How you been, Fuzzy? Emmett said.

         You know me, bro, he said. Stuntin to keep my grind strong.

         On one level, Emmett had no idea what this meant; on another level, he sort of did.

         Fuzzy complained about the recent legalization of pot in the state of Illinois. People don’t come to me no more, he said. They go across the river.

         He wore a flat-bill cap and a T-shirt that said affliction with a 19skull on the front. There were snakes writhing out from the mouth and the eyes of the skull. He was as hairy as he’d ever been.

         You wanna hear my latest verse? Fuzzy said. 

         Sure, Emmett said.

         Fuzzy put on a beat, the subwoofer in his trunk so forceful that the sound vibrated deep in Emmett’s bowels. The verse was about no one understanding him, how one day he would prove everyone wrong and release a multiplatinum album. This was all part of the ritual. If you wanted weed from Fuzzy, you had to listen to him rap. Then, when it was over, he would say you were his favorite person.

         You’re my favorite person, man, he said. I mean that. 

         Thanks, Fuzzy.

         Fuzzy gave him a quarter ounce of brick-pack weed and said, Hey, love you, homie. Keep that chin up.

         Emmett found himself saying, I love you, too, and when the Buick pulled away, he stood absolutely still for a few minutes in the too-bright sun, a warm wind blowing napkins and fast-food trash across the lot.

         
             

         

         At home, he found Kathy in a frenzy of preparation—vacuuming, mopping the linoleum, standing on a stepladder to dust the fan blades. Emmett cleaned the toilet and the tub, wearing yellow dish gloves, pausing now and then to drink from a can of beer. It seemed like overkill, but Joel had always been their mother’s favorite—her firstborn, her college graduate. It would not be obvious to anyone from the outside, for they argued fiercely about everything. But this fierceness stood as proof of their bond to Emmett. It was like they desperately wanted to save each other. She wanted to save him from worldly pursuits. He wanted to save her from right-wing politics. And when neither made progress on these fronts, they took it as evidence of insufficient commitment to the war effort, and entrenched themselves further, holding fast to the vain hope of victory.

         They were supposed to arrive by suppertime. Kathy made fried chicken, black-eyed peas with ham hock, cornbread in a cast-iron 20skillet—all of Joel’s favorites. Frying the chicken had been onerous and left the counter dusted with flour, the stovetop spattered with buttermilk and oil. She’d made a hummingbird cake, normally reserved for Joel’s birthday. It was a dense cake with banana and pineapple and layers of cream cheese frosting. Emmett had never had a taste for it. She set the table and displayed it on a cake stand of cut crystal, the engraved patterns in the glass catching sparkles of sunlight.

         Is this the only dessert? he said. 

         Well, yes. It’s Joel’s favorite.

         What’s my favorite cake?

         She pretended not to have heard this and hurried over to stir a decanter of sweet tea, the wooden spoon clinking against the glass. I’ve got butterflies, she said. My heart’s going a mile a minute.

         They’re not foreign dignitaries. It’s your son and his wife. 

         You’re not helping, she said.

         
             

         

         In the guest room, he crumbled the weed on a sheet of notebook paper and put some into a glass bowl. He opened the window, took a hit, and coughed softly. Lawnmowers were buzzing in the distance, the scent of cut grass wafting on the breeze.

         Kathy had two lifelong obsessions: Elvis and Hawaii, both of which were reflected in the guest room’s décor. She’d been to Hawaii once with a church group, years ago, and had longed to return ever since. There were carved statuettes of the goddess Pele, velvet paintings of Diamond Head. Glossy shards of volcanic glass in souvenir ashtrays. A poster of the 1961 film Blue Hawaii hung over the bed, Elvis in tiny pink shorts and a pink lei, surrounded by fawning women.

         Feeling anxious, wishing to distract himself, he swept the powdery kief from the notebook paper and wrote “My Goals” at the top. He thought for a minute, then jotted down the first few that came to mind. Find apartment, Make money, Pay off debts, Meet someone new. He wrote down, Buy a car, just so he’d have something to mark off. Then he thought for a moment and wrote, Do something creative, something meaningful that will leave a lasting legacy and allow you to face mortality without fear. 21

         Emmett took his old Bible from the bookshelf. It was the copy he’d been given as he entered Youth Group at age twelve. On the cover, a skateboarding kid, mid-kickflip, made the universal gesture of “rock on.” It was called The Bible: For Teens!

         He stretched out on the brass bed with The Bible: For Teens!, his bare feet warmed by a square of sunlight, and thumbed through the onionskin pages till he found the parable of the prodigal son. He’d forgotten the prodigal son had asked for his inheritance up front, to spend on prostitutes and wild parties, and had come home penniless. It relieved Emmett to read this, for he had asked for nothing up front. He was not like the prodigal son at all.

      

   


   
      
         
22
            Three

         

         Joel did not look like Emmett, not at first glance. His hair was darker, and there was less of it. He was a bit taller than Emmett, but with his stooped shoulders, he did not seem to be. Emmett had smaller, narrowed eyes, eyes that expressed very little of what he was thinking; Joel’s eyes, by contrast, betrayed him at every turn, disclosing his moods and opinions. He was better dressed: a corduroy shirt and black jeans, expensive-seeming suede boots. When his face was lax, it conveyed—to Emmett at least—a constant knowledge of his gifts and limitations.

         When they embraced, however, on the front lawn of the Dream Home, for the first time in two years, Emmett saw in Joel all the ways they favored each other. They had the same jaw, the same nose, the same crooked smile. They carried themselves in the same way—the same unhurried gait, hands in their pockets. They had the same breathy, almost soundless laugh.

         Joel held on to Emmett for an extra moment. It’s so good to see you, brother, he said.

         You too, Joel.

         Alice came up after, hauling a pet carrier and a suitcase on rollers. 23She wore overalls and a baggy brown cardigan, a pair of dirty Keds with no socks. She came to Emmett first and extended her arms awkwardly for a hug. So good to see you again! she said.

         You too, Emmett said. She looked, more or less, the way he remembered. Her hair was the color of dark honey, middle-parted, hanging in wavy tresses past her shoulders. She was willowy, long-legged. A scattering of faint freckles on her cheeks. It was her eyes he’d forgotten. They were large and dreamy, though they still possessed, somehow, a strange lucidity. She seemed ready, at all times, to call bullshit on whatever she was seeing.

         And who is this? Kathy said, bending down to the pet carrier.

         This is Noam, Alice said. We heard him yowling in the alley behind our place and took him in.

         I named him, Joel said.

         It was a joint effort, Alice said.

         Emmett crouched down and poked his fingers through the wire door, behind which lay a large Maine coon, his ears pointed like a lynx’s, his mane like a wild gray beard.

         The vet thinks he’s about sixteen, Alice said.

         In hindsight, “Noam” is a little too close to the word “no,” Joel said. Makes it hard to discipline.

         He needs no discipline, Alice said. He’s a perfect angel.

         
             

         

         Kathy watched, glowingly, as they heaped their plates with chicken and black-eyed peas. Joel made grunting, almost sexual noises of approval after each bite. Noam, freed from his carrier, explored the house, sniffing at the furniture. Emmett took a flake of chicken skin from his plate and held it, covertly, near the floor. Noam trotted over and ate it eagerly, licking the grease from his fingertips with his sandpaper tongue.

         Nobody knows how to make this stuff in New York, Joel said. You ask for ham hock at the supermarket, they look at you like you’ve got three heads.

         What is a ham hock exactly? Alice said. 24

         You don’t wanna know, hon, Kathy said.

         It’s the pig’s ankle, sort of, Joel said. It’s like a knuckle of bone surrounded by collagen and fat that breaks down when you cook it.

         Alice made a face and looked at her black-eyed peas.

         Alice doesn’t usually eat meat, Joel said.

         Kathy turned to him, aghast. Why on earth didn’t you tell me? Alice, I can make you something vegetarian.

         I’m a vegetarian when I cook for myself, Alice said. When people cook for me, I eat anything.

         Kathy seemed confused but did not pursue it further. She asked them about their flight and their drive from the airport in Nashville. The rental is an EV, Joel said. It’s so quiet you can’t even tell it’s running.

         Where will you charge it? Kathy said. Everything’s gas here. 

         There’s a charging station at the Walmart.

         I can’t fathom who would want an electric car, Kathy said. I don’t trust the computers in them, tracking everywhere you go.

         It’s the future, Mom, Joel said. 

         Not any future I want.

         What, you’d rather us keep treating the planet like a garbage dump?

         Let’s not get into politics right off the bat, Alice said.

         No, I’m curious, Joel said. What’s your vision of the future? Are we all driving Hummers to our jobs at the local coal mine?

         I love nature! she said. I go hiking, I buy my produce at the farmers’ market. So don’t lecture me on that. You’re the ones who live in New York, surrounded by concrete and trash and who knows what all.

         Nature gives nothing for free, Joel said. You might think you got something for free, but nature comes back and collects her debts. We’ve known this for two hundred years. Marx said as much about soil fertility in the 1880s.

         There will be no Marx in this house, Kathy said.

         No Marx in the Dream Home, Joel said, winking at Emmett. 

         Now I mean it. No Marx under my roof.

         Roger that. No Marx.

         Emmett ate in silence, glancing now and then at Alice, who 25seemed mainly to be swapping her food around on the plate rather than eating it. She caught him staring and gave a small, conspiratorial smile. Emmett smiled too and looked away. Kathy was focused on Joel, watching him so intently that she seemed to have forgotten about her own food.

         So, Joel, Emmett said. How’s life? It’s been, what, like two years? 

         Surely not. That can’t be right.

         The wedding was two years ago, Alice said.

         Wow, I guess so, he said. The pandemic messed up my sense of time. You wake up one day and two years are gone.

         I know what you mean, Emmett said, though time had not seemed any different to him. For the last two years, he’d been working the same sort of jobs he’d always worked—delivering sandwiches for Jimmy John’s, pressure washing houses, mowing lawns, then finally as a line cook at the Outback in Metairie, where his primary duty had been to prepare Bloomin’ Onions, dredging them with batter and flour, bopping the root end with his mesh skimmer to spread out the onion petals once they were in the dark simmering oil. He’d worked at the Outback for six months, specks of hot grease stinging his eyes and forearms, and he’d felt the slow passing of every minute of every hour of every shift.

         I’ve just been teaching and writing, Joel said. Beyond that I’m a hermit really. It’s good to be out of New York. I missed the South.

         You’re here for how long? Emmett said.

         The fall semester. Then back to New York in January. Then maybe Ireland for the summer. We haven’t decided yet.

         We were supposed to go in 2020 for our honeymoon but a certain world-historical crisis had other plans, Alice said.

         World travelers! Kathy said.

         It’s all the pent-up energy from lockdown, Joel said. It’s my new resolution to travel as much as possible. We don’t have kids. We don’t have jobs that tie us to a location. We can be migratory. When we get bored with a place, we can go somewhere else.

         That must be nice, Emmett said. He meant it sincerely—or at least he thought so—but it came out sounding sour. 26

         Joel looked down at his plate with a bashful smile. It embarrassed him to acknowledge his money, that he could spend a month in Europe and still pay his rent in New York without checking his bank account. Emmett, meanwhile, had accrued sixty dollars in overdraft fees just a week earlier buying Goobers and a pack of cigarettes.

         You sound like Emmett, Kathy said. He’s here, then he’s gone, then he’s back again. Y’all go from one place to the next and you’re never satisfied. I wish you’d both just come home.

         Emmett felt the comparison was unfair. The places he’d lived in his twenties had not been exotic or interesting or even very far away. They were all in the South: Nashville, Knoxville, Asheville. Until New Orleans, he’d felt he was doomed to live in the Villes of the world for the rest of his life.

         Mom says you started at Tempo? Joel said. 

         Yeah, last week, Emmett said.

         Do they make you wear the little green shorts and the shirt? Alice said.

         I’m not a driver, so no, Emmett said. He explained what the Center was like. He found himself repeating the talking points from his orientation. It’s the central point of exchange for millions of parcels, not just in America, but around the globe, he said.

         Why Kentucky? Alice said. I mean, why not somewhere else?

         It’s right in the middle of the country, Emmett said.

         The heartland, Kathy said. God’s country.

         You thought about going back to school? Joel said. 

         You ask me that every time we see each other.

         Well, I wish you would. You were so close to finishing.

         This was far from true. Emmett had taken a hodgepodge of classes at the community college for two years. He’d dropped out without ever declaring a major.

         Maybe I will one day, he said.

         Everyone turned back to their plates, satisfied with this answer. But Emmett had the strange urge to say more, to make some big announcement.

         I’m trying to write a screenplay, he said. 27

         Everyone looked at him, drumsticks poised near their mouths. 

         Why? Joel said. I mean, what gave you that idea?

         He’d always had the idea—the conviction, really—that he was meant to do something creative, and he had tried his hand at more than a few artistic pursuits, none of which had panned out. His love of movies had been a constant in his life, but the notion of screenwriting had first occurred to him only after a matinee showing of Sunset Boulevard a few months earlier. The screenwriter, played by William Holden, had a kind of romantic fatalism; he was down on his luck, but he could call himself a writer, and there was nobility in this. He’d spoken to Joel by phone soon after and mentioned that he might take up screenwriting.

         Remind me, Joel had said, doesn’t Gloria Swanson shoot the guy? The screenwriter? He winds up face down in the pool.

         What’s your point?

         My point is—nobody watches Sunset Boulevard and comes away thinking how great it would be to work in Hollywood. The whole point is that it leads to madness and murder.

         I have these ideas for stories. My mind is racing with ideas. I just have to find a way to put them on paper.

         That’s great, Joel had said. But it’s a lot of work. People who are serious about screenwriting—they read manuals, they go to seminars, they buy special software for their computers to format everything. Then you spend years writing spec scripts, stuff that’s already on the air. You’re not even telling original stories in the beginning. You’re writing sample scripts for whatever shitty sitcom is big at the moment. Then if you’re very, very lucky, you get hired to work on the shitty sitcom, and you put your time in there, and maybe down the road—years, decades even—you sell an original screenplay.

         He’d said all this, Emmett suspected, as a way of dissuading him from trying. But this had only made him want it more. He’d bought the manuals, paid two hundred dollars for a seminar taught by a former staff writer of a ’90s sitcom. He’d purchased the expensive software, some part of him believing the screenplay would generate itself, that he’d wake up one morning, turn on his computer, and find 28it there, finished and perfect. But he saw, soon enough, that each word would have to be typed. It made him feel stupid, pecking at the keys for hours on his days off, only to read back what he’d written and find it all utterly boring.

         Still, he was driven to continue. He pictured the moment in the future when he would tell Joel he’d sold an original screenplay, proving to his brother that he, too, was capable of writing something. More than this—that he was capable of creating something. Joel had only ever been able to write about culture. Emmett wanted to make culture, the value of which would be undeniable, even to Joel.

         We talked about this, Emmett said. On the phone? You told me to read manuals and go to seminars and buy the software.

         I told you that’s what people do, Joel said. People who are serious. I didn’t expect you to actually do it.

         I think it’s exciting, Alice said. I bet the stories you’d tell would be unique. You’ve had so many jobs, lived in so many places.

         Emmett wasn’t sure who would be interested in his minor travails, the endless parade of dead-end gigs and scuttled relationships and shitty apartments. But he’d met some characters, that much was true. And failure, he believed, was something most people could relate to. 

         She might be right, Joel said. You know, everyone wants to talk about representation now. But as Alain Badiou has pointed out, the most underrepresented group of them all is the working class. How many Hollywood movies are about working people? How many books that come out?

         I just wanna do something meaningful, Emmett said. He heard himself, in this moment, as if from Joel’s perspective, and he suddenly felt small and naïve. I’m afraid of dying, Emmett said. But I think if I could leave a legacy, do something important, the fear would go away. 

         Who said anything about death? Kathy said. Do you feel all right?

         Maybe not death exactly. It’s just this feeling—like time’s against me. 

         Let me not then die ingloriously and without a struggle, Joel said, but let me first do some great thing that shall be told among men hereafter.

         That better not be Marx, Kathy said. 29

         It’s Homer, Joel said.

         I know that, Emmett said, though he’d never heard the quotation. 

         Maybe you should get married and have kids, Kathy said. She turned to Joel and Alice. Maybe you two should do the same. I know that might put a damper on your migratory lifestyle, but if you want something that will outlive you, then give me some grandbabies.

         I want that someday, Joel said. 

         Well, what does Alice want?

         Everyone turned to look at Alice. As far as kids? she said. I’m undecided.

         Joel set down his drumstick and looked at her. I thought you were open to the idea, he said.

         That’s the same thing as undecided, isn’t it?

         Joel’s face reddened. He left his remaining food untouched and said nothing else throughout the meal.

         
             

         

         Trivial Pursuit was something of a Shaw family tradition; they had often played when Joel and Emmett were growing up, into their teenage years, and now mostly on holidays. Joel was dominant, though Emmett could hold his own in the Entertainment category. When they’d cleared the kitchen table, however, the board that Kathy brought out was new—a “teams edition.”

         Now you and Alice can’t team up, Kathy said. You know each other too well.

         Me and you versus Emmett and Alice? Joel said.

         Joel and Kathy took an early lead, but Alice knew the answers to all the Science and Nature questions, and Emmett knew all the answers involving movies. Unlike Joel, Emmett had seen all the popular classics, the films more likely to appear in a game of trivia.

         Halfway through, Joel was unable to recall Buzz Lightyear’s catchphrase from Toy Story.

         I know this, he said, closing his eyes, fingers pressed to his forehead. 

         Really? Emmett said. Cause it kinda seems like you don’t.

         It’s right on the tip of my tongue.

         Mr. Cultural Critic, Alice said. You can’t remember Toy Story? 30

         Ask me about a catchphrase from literally any other film, he said. Taxi Driver, Casablanca.

         See, though, the card is asking about Buzz Lightyear? In Toy Story? 

         Okay, Alice, what is it?

         To infinity and beyond. 

         Motherfucking cocksucker. 

         Hey, Kathy said. None of that.

         I’m carrying the team here, Joel said. You’re not pulling your weight.

         Well, I’m trying, Kathy said.

         When it became apparent that Joel and Kathy would lose, Joel’s interest faded. Alice and Emmett won, high-fiving across the table. Joel offered his begrudging congratulations.

         Oh, you’re not mad now? Alice said.

         I wasn’t really mad, Joel said. I was hamming it up.

         Right, Emmett said.

         Alice found a bottle of coconut rum in the pantry and poured them all generous glasses, which they topped off with Coke. They drank, the board still spread out, the cards scattered. You and Alice were on fire, Kathy said. How’d you know those science questions?

         One of her majors was environmental science, Joel said. I’ve told you that.

         I thought it was environmental ethics?

         That was grad school, Alice said. My aborted degree.

         She said this with levity, as if her decision to leave graduate school early and move to New York with Joel was no longer a sore subject but rather a kind of inside joke. Still, he thought he detected, in the twist of her mouth after she spoke, an aftertaste of bitterness.

         Well, I guess I don’t know exactly what either one means, Kathy said.

         It was mostly about ecosystems, Alice said. What they can tolerate, what they can’t. It’s about how changing one thing changes everything else.

         Well, I was impressed, Kathy said. What was that word you knew? Mito-what? 31

         Mitochondria. 

         Mitochondria, right. 

         Part of the cell structure.

         It’s amazing, isn’t it? Kathy said. All the stuff that’s there, but it’s too small to see?

         Emmett, you knew your movies, Alice said. 

         That’s all I do, watch movies.

         What’s your favorite?

         I like everything, he said. I don’t discriminate. High, low, whatever.

         Maybe you should discriminate, Joel said. Might help with the screenplay.

         What would be the point in restricting myself? 

         I just think there’s such a thing as good taste.

         People like what they like, Emmett said. Some people like Adam Sandler. Some people like Ingmar Bergman.

         Okay, but gun to your head, Alice said. What’s your all-time fave?

         I guess I’d say On the Waterfront.

         Joel made a gagging sound. Overrated, he said. And Kazan was a snitch. He named names to the House Un-American Activities Committee.

         Brando carries it. It’s a great underdog story. Great lines.

         Emmett jutted his chin, drew his eyebrows together, and delivered his best Brando—I coulda been a contender! I coulda been somebody!

         That’s late Brando, Joel said. That’s too Godfather. You sound like you’ve got cotton balls in your cheeks.

         Come on, that was great! Alice said. 

         Always a critic, Kathy said.

         I saw A Streetcar Named Desire at the Broad Theater in New Orleans, Emmett said. It’s a beautiful theater—Spanish tile roof, white columns. No better place to see it.

         How long were you in New Orleans? Alice said. 

         Just six months.

         You were living in Asheville, right, when we met? 

         Emmett nodded.

         Do you remember talking at our wedding? 32

         He remembered well. The wedding was in Springfield, Alice’s hometown. They’d booked one of those old barns made into a venue—the reincarnation of a barn. The place had kept cattle in one of its past lives, and Emmett could smell them still. A whiff of manure, of musk and steaming breath. What a place for a wedding, he’d thought at the time. What a weird meeting of disparate groups—their tattooed friends from New York; Joel’s Southern Baptist kin, glancing with hostile expressions at the open bar. There were fairy lights strung from the rafters, a DJ with crates of vinyl and two turntables. Emmett had joked with his brother that this would be the fate of all barns. They would be called “rustic.” Their plank walls, a century old, would buzz with the beat of ABBA’s “Dancing Queen.”

         That would make a good essay, actually, Joel had said. I should write that down.

         Emmett had spoken to Alice later on. He’d been smoking behind the barn, alone, and she had found him there, hiking up her dress to tromp through the weeds. They’d floated a cigarette and laughed about her great-uncle Herman dozing off during the ceremony.

         That was the first time we really talked, Emmett said.

         I found a burn hole in my dress later. Joel was not happy.

         She seemed a little drunk now, the borders of her words beginning to smudge. She’d poured the largest glass of rum for herself and had already finished it.

         It was your dress, Joel said. I didn’t care. 

         You said I smelled like an ashtray.

         Joel’s eyes darted briefly to Emmett and his mother. I don’t remember that, he said.

         He doesn’t like when I smoke, Alice said, looking at Emmett. 

         It’s an awful habit, Kathy said. I wish I never started.

         You have a scientific mind, Joel said. You should know it’s irrational.

         God forbid I do anything irrational.

         Do you think you’ll ever finish your PhD? Kathy said pleasantly, trying to change the subject. 33

         She wants to farm now, Joel said. That’s her new thing. She’s always bringing home these twisted little zucchinis from the community garden.

         How fun! Kathy said. You know, there’s space in the backyard. You could grow a few things there, give it a try.

         It’s not a new thing, Alice said. I’ve always gardened.

         Gardening isn’t farming, Joel said. Gardening is to farming what writing is to publishing.

         Joel loves to remind me that my dreams are silly, Alice said. Emmett, I’m sure you can relate.

         For Christ’s sake, Joel said. Buy a farm, write a screenplay. I don’t care. He took a swallow of rum and coughed, set the glass down hard. I’m just saying, when we met, you were serious. About environmental issues. About your degree.

         I wanted to be in nature, not just writing papers about it.

         Joel looked at their mother, as if to say, What will we do with her? Alice watched him, her face slack, her eyes soft and shining. She seemed to stare beyond him to a distant time.

         Joel, Emmett said, do you remember the Shaw Boys’ Saga?

         A slow-dawning smile. Yes, Joel said. God, that takes me back.

         My dad, Lloyd, used to tell us bedtime stories, Emmett explained to Alice. It was about the Shaw Boys—me and Joel. Sort of like the Hardy Boys. We’d solve mysteries, go on adventures. Only we’d alternate telling the story. Joel would tell it for a while, then my dad would take a turn, then I’d take a turn. But every time I’d introduce a character, Joel would kill them off. I’d say, “And then we ran into an elf,” and when the baton was passed to Joel, he’d say, “And then a flaming arrow came from nowhere and impaled the elf.”

         They all laughed—Joel, too. It drained the tension from the room. 

         Do you remember what Lloyd used to say?

         Joel shook his head.

         He’d say, “Joel, share the story.”

         Joel gave a pensive grunt. So what? he said.

         I don’t know, Emmett said. I just thought of it. 34

         
            [image: ]

         

         Emmett excused himself and stood in the bathroom for a long time with the faucet running. He’d wanted a moment away from the others, just to breathe. He looked at himself in the mirror, at the lines of exhaustion around his eyes. He thought about his father. Lloyd was an electrician by trade—a brawny, bullnecked man with a mop of wheat-blond hair. He lived in Huntsville, Alabama, with his second wife and her three children. Emmett saw him a few times a year, and they got along well enough, though there had always been a polite distance—a sense that anything more than a three-day visit would intrude on the new life he’d made—if not for him, then for his wife. Lloyd had once been serious about tae kwon do and kept a cabinet of dusty trophies in his office. They watched old kung fu movies together when Emmett visited, drinking Carlsberg beer late into the night, laughing at the dubbed English. They’d done the same thing when Emmett was little, minus the beer. He loved his father, but these moments were the closest they had ever been—laughing at the mismatched words and mouths, punches thrown at the air, never quite making contact.

         Joel’s father was a man named Jackie Ballard. His life had been a series of binges and debts and risky wagers. Joel had met him only twice, around his eighteenth birthday, not long after Kathy and Lloyd divorced. He’d lived in Biloxi for a while, then Houston. Thirteen years after their meeting, he’d been arrested for throwing a remote control at his girlfriend’s face, fracturing her orbital bone. She’d dropped the charges but told him they were through. He went straight from the Calcasieu Parish Jail to the Delta Downs Racetrack and Casino, where he’d been staying for two weeks. He played the slots for a few hours, went up to the room, drank a pint of vodka, and hanged himself.

         When he’d called Emmett, Joel had recounted these facts as if trying to piece together a victim’s final movements, as if some mystery might be clarified. But there was nothing mysterious about Jackie’s death. Some people committed suicide and no one knew why. Jackie wasn’t one of them. His whole life seemed to build toward self-annihilation. 35I don’t know why I’m crying, Joel kept saying on the phone. He wasn’t even someone I knew.

         
             

         

         Emmett went out later to smoke a joint and found Alice on the porch. It was dusk, the sky glowing with peach-colored light where the sun had set. He sat with her on the swing and said nothing at first, listening to the crickets and the burbling of the koi pond’s filter. They looked out at the subdivision’s undeveloped land—a tussocky field, ribbons of mist hovering above the grass. Little pink survey flags demarcated the property lines.

         Future Dream Homes, Emmett said, pointing.

         She shook her head. It was hard to see her face in the dim bluish light.

         When they run out of space, they’ll turn the old uranium plant into a condominium, Emmett said.

         You sound like your brother.

         Yeah, well. He’s right about a lot. But just because you’re right doesn’t mean you’re not an asshole.

         She let out a breath of laughter. The porch light switched on then—a loud, buzzing lamp above the sliding doors. When he turned back to Alice, he could see her face clearly. Her cheeks were streaked with tears.

         Hey, he said, you all right?

         No, she said. I don’t know. It’s fine.

         Emmett did not know her well enough to say something wise, nor did he think that this was what she wanted. So he patted her forearm and said nothing.

         You ever wake up and wonder how you got to a place? she said after a while.

         How do you mean?

         Like, okay, I used to drive drunk sometimes. It was a long time ago, and I know it’s bad. You can judge me if you want.

         I don’t judge you. 36

         I’d never tell Joel this. He’d be horrified. But I worked at this winery in Illinois when I was twenty-five.

         There are wineries in Illinois?

         Unfortunately, she said. They were the sweetest wines you ever tasted. It was like drinking Welch’s grape juice. Anyway, they had a bar there, and I’d drink this sweet wine after my shift with a coworker. Then we’d drive back to Champaign. The winery was way out in the country. That’s how I justified it to myself. The roads were empty. It was late. It was that point in the night, around two a.m., when NPR starts playing the BBC, you know what I mean?

         I think so.

         It’s eight o’clock GMT, Alice said in a British accent, and two girls are driving drunk on a Tuesday night down a country road in central Illinois. You’re listening to BBC Newshour.

         Emmett laughed and nodded.

         What I’m getting at, she said, what I’m trying to say, is that sometimes I’d wake up in my car, in the parking lot of my apartment building, my head pounding with this awful wine hangover, and I’d have no idea how I got there. I mean, I would surmise that I’d driven. But I’d have no memory of it. Or I would, but it would be like watching myself in a dream. Not like I’d lived it.

         A long silence followed. The crickets had settled into a steady rhythm. Beetles pattered against the false moon of the porch lamp and fell, stunned, to the cement, wriggling their legs.

         I feel that way sometimes now, she said. I wake up and I don’t know how I got here.

         To Paducah?

         Just in general, she said.

         Have you talked to Joel about this?

         Alice laughed and raked her fingers through her honey-hair. I don’t think Joel ever wonders how he got to where he is, she said. He can account for every step. Everything went according to plan.

         Believe me, I know what you mean.

         I wish sometimes— 37

         She stopped herself, her fists clenched in her lap. When she spoke again, her voice was softer, almost a whisper.

         I wish sometimes I could blow up my life. Just for the challenge. Just for something to do. To put all the pieces back together. To prove that I can fix it, after it’s broken. I’ve tried to explain it to Joel—this feeling—but it’s like it doesn’t compute with him. He doesn’t have that impulse. Maybe most people don’t.

         I know that feeling, Emmett said, unsure what else to say. The whole conversation was beyond his ken. He knew that Alice and Joel had been together only six months when they married, that she had dropped out of a PhD program at the University of Illinois, where Joel was teaching, to live with him in New York. He knew that she was into community gardens and organic farming—that whole scene. He knew that she’d grown up in Springfield, that her family, while not wealthy, was better off than their own. He knew that, at their wedding, she’d seemed slightly dazed, and had spoken her vows so feebly that no one in attendance could hear them. And he knew that he found her attractive. He’d caught himself that afternoon watching the swing of her hips as she crossed the room. Even now, his eyes wandered. She was attractive. He could admit this to himself without it meaning anything. If he acknowledged this dispassionately, as a simple fact, he could keep it that way. Something separate. Something that had nothing to do with him.

         Where is Joel anyway? Emmett said.

         He’s showing your mother how to upload her photos to the cloud. 

         They’ll be doing that all night. She has a million pictures.

         Alice sniffled and wiped her eyes. She smiled to show that she was better now, that her sadness had passed. Do you like your brother? she said.

         Half-brother. And sure, I love him. Of course I do. He’s family. 

         But would you like him as a person? If he wasn’t family?

         It doesn’t really matter, does it? He’s family whether I like it or not. 

         I guess that’s true for you.

         It’s true for you, too, Emmett said. 38

         We’re married, not related. 

         That’s family. That counts. 

         You can’t divorce your family. 

         You’re not divorcing, are you?

         No, she said. I don’t know. You don’t have a cigarette, do you?

         I can do you one better. He took the joint from his shirt pocket and held it out in the palm of his hand.

         Oh thank God, Alice said.

         They went behind the garden shed in the backyard. Emmett turned his back to the breeze and flicked the lighter till the twisted tip of the joint flared up. He licked his finger and touched the paper to keep it from running, then passed it to Alice, who inhaled too deeply and fell into a coughing fit. A neighbor’s dog began to bark.

         Keep it down, Emmett said, laughing.

         I used to smoke all the time, Alice croaked. Joel doesn’t like it. He says I’m not myself when I’m high. Now I have to sneak out with a vape once in a blue moon.

         They traded the joint back and forth. Emmett sang a few lines from “Blue Moon of Kentucky” with an exaggerated drawl. Blue moon of Kentucky, keep on shinin. Shine on the one that’s gone and proved untrue. Alice giggled helplessly and covered her face with her hands. I think I’m done, she said.

         Joel stubbed the joint against the shed’s wall and put the roach in his pocket. You know, you’re all right, he said. We should make this a tradition at family get-togethers.

         Your voice isn’t half bad. When you were singing, I mean.

         I can only sing with an accent. If I sing with a serious voice, I sound stupid.

         I used to sing. Middle school choir. 

         Gimme a sample.

         Okay, but I have to close my eyes, she said. I can’t look at you.

         She sang the first two stanzas of “Climb Ev’ry Mountain” from The Sound of Music, a song about taking any chance, overcoming any obstacle, to attain your dreams. She kept her hands clasped below her breasts as she sang, as though in a recital, and when she finished 39and opened her eyes, Emmett snapped his fingers softly in lieu of applause.

         That was great, he said. Bravo.

         Alice laughed and curtsied. A breeze kicked up, and they crossed their bare arms against the cold and looked back toward the lighted house, Joel and Kathy somewhere inside.

         What’s in this garden shed? Alice said, rapping her knuckle on the aluminum siding.

         I have no idea, Emmett said. We could look.

         They went around to the front and Alice examined the padlock. 

         It’s 5316, Emmett said. That’s her combination for everything.

         What’s it stand for?

         John 3:16, Emmett said. J is 5 on the number pad. 

         It’s a verse?

         For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in him shall not perish, but have everlasting life.

         Whoa, Alice said, turning the tumblers on the lock. You know any others?

         Jesus wept.

         She unclasped the lock and opened the door. It was dark inside and smelled of gasoline. They groped for the pull chain on the light. Emmett found it finally, just as the metal door clanked shut behind them. It was cramped inside; they could hardly turn around without bumping into each other. There were red plastic containers of gas, cans of paint. A rolled-up American flag. But they hardly registered these things. He could see that Alice’s eyes went first and foremost to a rack of guns in the rear—an olive AR-15, a scoped hunting rifle, three shotguns. The shelves below were stacked with pistol cases and metal boxes of ammunition.

         Holy shit, Alice said.

         I wondered where she kept them, Emmett said. 

         This is, like, an arsenal.

         I’m sure she’s got a dozen more in the house. 

         Are you serious? 40

         Emmett nodded. He’d spent so much of his childhood around guns that seeing a collection like this never fazed him.

         Are these legal? Alice said.

         Oh yeah. This is what the Founding Dads wanted. 

         What a strange place, Alice said.

         Emmett wasn’t sure whether she meant America or Kentucky or simply his mother’s backyard.

         When Alice turned around, he could feel the heat of her breath on his face.

         I think we’ve seen the shed, she said. 

         We should go back.

         But neither of them moved. They were so close that movement was impossible without touching each other. What happened then was like fainting, Emmett supposed, though he’d never fainted. A rush of vertigo overcame him. Then they were kissing, helplessly, tumbling forward into a well with no bottom. Her arms were around his neck, pushing her tongue into his mouth. He kissed her throat and her collarbone, her lungs filling and emptying like bellows.

         Then, all at once, they pulled apart, repelled by a sudden shift in polarity.

         Alice stood back from him, panting, covering her mouth. 

         Oh my God, she said.

         I’m so sorry, Emmett said. That was inappropriate. 

         No, it was my fault.

         Please, I’m the one who should apologize. 

         I’m just really stoned, I think, Alice said. 

         No, me too.

         I think we’re both just stoned. 

         Absolutely.

         We’re not in our right minds. 

         Of course. It was stupid.

         They looked at each other for another perilous moment, in which they might have embraced again and given in completely. Instead, they averted their eyes and Alice said, We should go back.

         You go first, Emmett said. 41

         She slid past him, out the door. He stood for a long time in silence, smelling the gasoline, his heart still drumming.

         
             

         

         There were two guest rooms in the Dream Home—the “guest room/office,” where Emmett slept, and the “antique room,” where Alice and Joel slept. Both had brass beds with mattresses so firm one felt as if the carpet, or a park bench perhaps, might be more comfortable. The antique room got its name because it held Kathy’s china cabinet and her porcelain lamps, and the dresser and vanity had belonged to her great-grandmother. There were two paintings in the room—one of a ramshackle farmhouse, the other of a pillared plantation. A music box clock chimed the melody of “The Way We Were” every hour. Emmett heard Joel trying to turn it off somehow.

         You’re going to break it, Kathy said. You’re going to break my favorite clock.

         Just leave it alone, Alice said wearily.

         Emmett put The Bible: For Teens! away and clicked off the lamp. His mind, as he drifted into fitful sleep, kept circling back to Alice. He did not feel guilty—not yet. What had happened seemed to him more like an accident than anything else. In a way, he felt relieved. Things might have gone differently in the garden shed. It was like they had earned something by stopping what they might have continued. But he thought of her still, in that state of half-dreaming. He thought of her pale and naked on the brass bed, beneath the farmhouse and the mansion.
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