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ALSO BY DAVID JOY


The Line That Held Us


The Weight of This World


Where All Light Tends to Go
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For Ron Rash, my mentor and friend.


And for the gone and the going away.






I loved the helpless people I loved.


—Maurice Manning






ONE


Rain bled over the dusty windshield. Raymond Mathis wrung the steering wheel in his fists trying to remember if there was anything left worth taking. The front door of his house stood open and from the driveway he knew who’d broken in. Fact was, if it wasn’t nailed down, it was already gone. What pawned easily went first and now the boy stole anything that looked like it might hold any value at all.


Across the yard, the last of Ray’s dogs bawled from the kennel. There’d been a time when he bred the best squirrel and coon dogs ever to come out of Jackson County, a line of black-and-tan mountain feists that’d tree anything that climbed. He’d raised beagles to run rabbits through bramble back before outsiders riddled the land with no trespassing signs, and this was the last of them: a lean bitch named Tommy Two-Ton who was grayed in the face and shook on her hind legs as she balanced against bowed chicken wire.


Crossing the yard, Ray was thankful the boy had at least put the dog up this time. The hound was old and blind, but hadn’t lost her nose. Earlier that summer, the boy had broken in, left the door standing wide, and Tommy was gone nearly a week before Ray found her two coves over, panting and hobbling half-starved down the road, having chased God knows what through the night. A dog gets on a scent and there’s no turning back, and in that way dogs and men aren’t that different. Ray didn’t blame Tommy like he didn’t blame the boy. Both were after something they had no business chasing, but he understood how a single thought could enter a man’s mind and absolutely consume him.


“You ready for supper?” Ray said as he slid the barrel bolt back on the door. The bones of the five-stall kennel had weathered gray but were still as solid as the day he framed them. Rain slid off the back of the tin roof and seeped into the ground as quickly as it fell. The hound howled melancholic and lonesome as if she hadn’t seen a soul in years. When the door swung open, she trotted through the yard and into the house, then shook herself dry with ears slapping jowls.


This was the first rain to touch the mountain in months. The ground was so dry that stopping there in the yard, Raymond could almost hear the earth lapping at what fell, trying to wet its mouth enough to stave off dying of thirst. The ridges were burning and the air smelled of smoke and there was no front in the forecast. Ray figured this little spell was just a cruel joke. Still, he stood there staring up into the sky, letting the drops beat against his eyelids while he prayed the shower long.


A stingy brimmed hat sat low on his brow. He wore a pair of Key overalls stained dark at the knees and a duck barn coat with a crude patch stitched over the right shoulder. Six foot five and pushing three hundred, he was a giant of a man with forearms thick as fence posts. He had hands like his father’s that swallowed most anything they held. He remembered one time at a livestock auction as a kid how an old man joked that with mitts like that his father could shake hands with God. All his life Ray had figured that was about right.


The board-and-batten farmhouse looked almost silver in the rain, its cedar shake roof sullied green with moss. The front door tapped against the inside wall on a light breeze. The lights were on in the front room. The boy hadn’t even needed his key because Ray hadn’t locked the door. There were no other threats this far out in the country. He could’ve changed the locks and his habits, but then the boy might’ve busted out the windows or kicked down the door and that’d just be something else to fix. Maybe that was why Ray didn’t bother, or maybe it was some hope buried in the pit of his heart that said, One day he won’t come back to steal. One day he’ll just come home.


Sometimes he blamed himself for the boy’s faults. When his wife, Doris, got sick with cancer, Ray didn’t bat an eye when the pain meds walked off. He was too busy watching his wife shrivel down to nothing. Sometimes he wondered if his absence was to blame, but the truth was before the pills it was crystal and before the crystal it was pills and before that it was booze and weed and anything else he could get his hands on. A few weeks back the law had found the boy leaned against the brick wall in front of Rose’s with a needle in his arm, white-faced and openmouthed like he might’ve been stone cold dead, and none of that was anybody’s fault but the boy’s.


Ray still thought of him like that, as a boy, and in a lot of ways he was, a child trapped in a grown man’s body. Ricky was forty-one years old closing in on a casket. There were times when Ray wondered if some folks were just born sorry, and that thought hurt the worst because that was no way to think about his own f lesh and blood, no way to think of his son.


Tommy Two-Ton stood by her food bowl at the edge of the kitchen and Ray knelt and scratched behind the hound’s ears. The dog leaned all of her weight into the palm of Ray’s hand. A milky haze clouded Tommy’s eyes and she sniffed the air when Ray crossed the kitchen for an open sack of feed in the pantry.


The silverware drawer was pulled open on the cabinets. The drawer was emptied to its peeling flower-pattern liner. Ray closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, a mismatched set of stainless dinnerware stolen from the drawer.


“Had a lot more forks than spoons, a lot more spoons than flat knives. Ain’t that right,” Ray grumbled to the dog as he held the fifty-pound bag over the bowl and poured kibble from the torn corner. Tommy took a bite and peered up with those milky eyes while she chewed, not having the foggiest what the old man was saying, but satisfied just the same.


In the bedroom, Ray unfastened his galluses and dropped his overalls by the foot of the bed. He wore overalls every day of his life and a dress pair on Sundays, same as his father and grandfather, both now buried in theirs. A chestnut jewelry box he’d bought his wife at Mountain Heritage Day centered the dresser right where she’d left it. He glanced at himself in the vanity. A thick salt-and-pepper beard starting just under his eyes hung to the center of his chest. Heavy facial hair covered his lips, his words always seeming to come out of nowhere, his mood always concealed. He lifted his hat by the pinch-front crown, ran his fingers through what was left of his hair, and let out a heavy breath. A small brass clasp that held the jewelry box closed was unlatched. Standing there, he traced the edge of the lid with the tip of his finger for a long time before he found the courage to flip the box open.


The small silver locket and wedding band that had belonged to Doris’s mother rested on one side of the black velvet bottom. The silver wedding band was warped into a crooked oval, almost completely worn in two where it rode between her mother’s fingers while she worked the cabbage fields. The gold band and quarter-carat engagement ring he’d bought from Hollifield’s to ask for Doris’s hand were strung together with a thin green thread, her having never been much for wearing jewelry. The only other content was a tarnished wheat penny a little girl had given her once out of the blue at the meat counter in Harold’s Supermarket, one of those random things that find their way into your hand and you wind up saving the rest of your life for no particular reason at all.


Ray closed the box and snapped the clasp shut. He braced his knuckles on top of the dresser and leaned in close to the mirror. The whites of his eyes were bloodshot and yellowed, their pale blue color almost gray. He was thankful some things were still sacred. If not forever, at least right then.


Closing his eyes, he inhaled until his chest could hold no more, and tried to imagine where the boy might be. The sound of the rain died on the roof and that silence washed his mind empty. Barely enough had fallen to rinse the dust off the world. He could not recall the last time a prayer was answered.






TWO


A spot fire on Moses Creek rim-lit the mountains, but the wind was wrong to pose any real danger of it jumping the ridge to Wayehutta, a place locals pronounced worry hut. Raymond sat on his porch the way he did every evening, listening to the police scanner while he smoked a Backwoods and rattled Redbreast over ice in the bottom of a jelly jar.


A man needed something constant, something unchanging, that he could lean against when the world went to pot. Sooner or later, the cards always fell that way and the difference between those who buried their heads in their hands and those who kept their chins above water became a matter of reprieve. With the good and the bad, Ray started his days with a pot of coffee and a book, and ended them with four fingers of good whiskey and a gas station cigar.


From the sound of the radio chatter, the woods had caught down around the campsite where the forest turned to gamelands. Volunteer firemen had cut lines and the fire was contained, but lately that word “contained” was only relative. The whole region was dry as grain. As soon as one fire burned out, windswept embers lit the next, scorching swaths of land left black in the wake. Honestly, it was amazing it hadn’t happened sooner. Thirty years as a forester told Ray that. Decades of mismanagement had left the forests thick with fuel. Anybody with a lick of sense should’ve seen it coming.


Ray drew a few quick puffs from his cigar, then picked a piece of tobacco from the tip of his tongue and wiped it on the heel of his boot. There was a book he’d bought that summer at City Lights Bookstore sitting on his lap, the story of how coyotes spread across the American landscape. Ever since Doris passed he’d become obsessed with coyotes. In the beginning, Ray couldn’t figure out the reason. Maybe it was all the sleepless nights and hearing them in the woods above the house. But the more time he spent thinking, the more he came to figure that maybe it was how he’d watched mountain people and culture be damn near extirpated over the course of a few decades, while those dogs had been persecuted for a century and thrived. It was admiration, he thought. Maybe even jealousy.


The first coyote Raymond ever saw in Jackson County was back in the late 1980s on a piece of forestland in Whiteside Cove. There were more of them now. It was nothing to see them lining the sides of the highways, hit by semis at dawn and dusk. Sometimes late at night while he lay in bed, a patrol car or ambulance siren would scream past and that sound would trigger the dogs to sing, one voice sparking another and another until a chorus filled the darkness around him. The research said the coyotes were taking a census. But for Ray the reason was less important than the feeling. All Ray knew was that when he heard that sound he felt as close a thing to joy as he knew anymore. Just imagining it right then he rocked back in his chair and smiled.


He was almost finished with his glass when the phone rang inside the house. A cane-back rocker was nestled in the corner of the front room where his wife used to sit and talk with her sister and her friends and telemarketers and anyone else who’d listen because truth was that woman just loved to talk. Her and Ray had balanced each other out that way, him never saying boo to a goose and her having enough stowed away for the both of them.


“Talk to me,” Ray grumbled into the receiver. His voice was deep and gruff, words never seeming to make it out of the back of his throat. The stub of his cigar was hooked in the corner of his mouth and he scissored the butt between two fingers so as to clear his lips to speak. He could hear heavy breathing on the other end of the line, but no one said a word. “Hello.”


“Dad,” a voice whimpered, “Dad . . .” He was out of breath. “They’re going to kill me.”


Raymond ran his hand down his face and stretched his eyes, trying to will his wits about him. He started to hang up, but hesitated. His hand clenched the phone so hard that he could hear the plastic cracking in his fist.


The boy’s voice was the same as when he’d been ten years old and called from Gary Green’s, having burned down the man’s barn with a G.I. Joe, a magnifying glass, and a Dixie cup of kerosene. It was the same as the first time Ricky got arrested, and the second and the third, the same scared-to-death, I’m-in-over-my-head horseshit Ray’d heard so many times over the course of his life that he couldn’t bear to listen. He was almost immune. Yet, right then, same as always, he found himself incapable of hanging up.


Ricky’s breath stuttered out like he was on the verge of tears and he said the same thing again, “They’re going to kill me.”


“What in the world are you talking about, Ricky? Nobody’s trying to kill you.”


“You need to listen to your son, Mr. Mathis.” Another voice came onto the line.


Ray could hear Ricky pleading in the background.


“Who’s this? Who am I talking to?”


“That’s not important,” the man said, “but you’ll want to hear me out. I’ve got something I need to tell you.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Your son’s a junkie, Mr. Mathis.”


“I don’t know who you are or why you’re calling here, but you’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. I know what my son is. I’ve been answering calls like this going on twenty year.”


“I don’t think you’re listening, Mr. Mathis. Right now your son owes me a great deal of money, and one way or another I plan to get what I’m owed.”


“Whatever my son owes you, that’s between you and him. I don’t know what in the world you’re dragging me into it for. What he owes ain’t got a thing to do with me.”


“I’d say if you know your son at all you know he doesn’t have two pennies to rub together.”


“That sounds about right,” Ray said.


“And that’s why you’re being dragged into it. That’s why we’re having this conversation. Like I said, I’m owed a great deal of money and one way or another this debt will be settled.”


There was a strange calm in the way the man spoke, an indifference that set this call apart from any Ray had answered from his son before. This wasn’t Ricky calling and crying that he needed a few dollars to get back on his feet. This wasn’t one of his junked-out friends calling and telling him Ricky was locked up and needed bail money, words spoken so fast or so slow and garbled that Raymond couldn’t tell what the hell was being said. This was different. It was real. He knew in the pit of his stomach.


“How much money are we talking about?” 


“Ten thousand dollars.”


“Ten thousand dollars?” Ray huffed. He could hardly believe the number. “Well, I don’t know what to tell you.”


“That’s a good bit less than a funeral, don’t you think?” There was no inflection or change in his tone. “Besides,” he continued, “that’s what he owes.”


“I don’t know why in the hell you think a man can just pull that kind of money out of his ass, but I’m here to tell you right now that—”


“I’m going to stop you, Mr. Mathis. Your son seems to think different. From what he’s told me, you recently came into a little bit of money.”


Ray closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. Immediately he knew what Ricky had told him, and truthfully he couldn’t have hidden it if he wanted. The Sylva Herald had written stories about the deal. His face had been on the front page of the paper for weeks while he bickered back and forth with the state over a land dispute.


After Ray retired with thirty years from the Forest Service he’d come home and realized awfully fast that a man like him wasn’t fit for idle. Six months retired, he bought a small lot on the side of 107 and built a produce stand. Mathis Produce was going on ten years when the state forced him to sell with eminent domain so they could widen the road. They squabbled back and forth over a year in the papers and on the news, but recently the check had come and the deal was done.


Ricky was screaming in the background and suddenly it felt like all the blood had left Ray’s face. No matter how strong a man was, there were moments in life that left him empty, things that could hollow his heart like a cavern in little more than an instant. For a mother or father it was as simple as the sound of their child crying. He’d never known that kind of vulnerability before he held that boy in his arms.


“Let’s say I had it to give. What’s to stop you from killing us both the minute I hand it over?”


“You hold up your end and I’ll do the same.”


“I’m supposed to trust somebody who’s trying to extort me for—”


“This isn’t extortion,” the man interrupted. “It’s more like mercy.”


Neither spoke for a few moments and then the man continued. 


“This is a courtesy call, Mr. Mathis. You can go right or you can go left, and honestly it makes no difference to me. Pay me what I’m owed, or bury your son. Those are your choices.”


Ray’d been staring at the same thing too long. He couldn’t make sense of the world anymore. It felt like looking at a puzzle and seeing the holes and holding the pieces in your hand but having no understanding of how things fit together. He wondered how many more times he could save his son, and the answer shred his heart into pieces because what he wanted more than anything was to just hang up the phone. All he wanted was to walk away and be done.


His stare pulled back until his eyes were focused on a photograph he’d thumbtacked beside the door. It was a black-and-white picture of his late wife when she was maybe twenty-five. She stood at the sink with sunlight filtering through the curtains, her face and chest burned white by the slow shutter speed. There was a steel coffeemaker on the stovetop behind her, a pair of pearl studs he’d bought in her ears.


“Mr. Mathis?”


“I’m here,” Ray said.


“Which way is it going to be?”


Ray studied that picture of his wife and inhaled through his nose until his lungs could hold no more. He held his breath until his head started to swim. “Where should I meet you?”


When the line was dead, he walked to the bedroom, unable to feel his legs beneath him. He knelt beside a safe in the closet. Inside, a stack of birth certificates and Social Security cards was tucked under a yellowed marriage license and his wife’s death certificate. A stack of hundred-dollar bills rubber-banded together lay next to a small snub-nosed revolver. It was everything he had left from what the state had paid him.


Ray balanced the stack of cash in his palm as if trying to measure its weight. His eyes were fixed on the revolver, but his mind was someplace else.


This is the last time you do this, he told himself.


That thought settled onto him like hands gripping his shoulders, and he closed his eyes and let that feeling dig someplace deeper still. He locked the safe and shoved the money in his pocket as he stood. By the front door, he stopped in front of her picture and outlined his wife’s figure with the tip of his finger.






THREE


Ray drove toward the Qualla Boundary with ten grand in cash on the passenger seat and a snake charmer stretched across his lap. The double-barrel .410 was sawn down to fourteen inches, the buttstock lopped and sanded round like the club handle of an old dragoon. He’d always stored the gun under the seat for timber rattlers and copperheads, but the pumpkin-ball loads he chambered before the drive would lay a man stone cold dead.


As soon as he crossed the line, there was no turning back. In a lot of ways the rez was another world, a place with its own form of law and order. If the United States government thought holding fifty thousand acres in trust and allowing a couple casinos had settled the debt, they were out of their minds. There were Cherokee who refused to carry twenty-dollar bills because they didn’t want to look at Andrew Jackson’s face. The Trail of Tears wasn’t a singular event in history. It was a continuum. The government had never stopped shitting on natives. There was not a single moment in history solid enough to build any sort of trust upon. So there were places white men weren’t welcome, places that if you grew up here you knew not to go after dark, and Raymond understood. If the shoe had been on the other foot, he would’ve felt the same.


He rode with the windows down into Big Cove, the coldness of the night keeping him alert. Seven hundred acres smoldered someplace upwind and the smoke had settled over the road like a fog. His headlights barely pierced the veil so that he did not see the marker until he had almost passed it—a bleached-white elk skull anchored into the trunk of a tree.


A gravel cut barely wide enough for a car slipped off into the timber. Laurel crowded the narrow drive, small spearhead leaves brushing against the doors of the International Scout as Raymond crept farther into darkness. Rusted I beams tied with poplar slats made a rickety bridge over a cobbled stream, and just on the other side, a red cattle gate stood open on the road. no trespassing signs were nailed all over the trees, but it was the video surveillance warning that made Ray nervous.


The dirt road was hedged on both sides by old growth, a tall grove stretching a canopy so that no starlight shone his path. Trees broke away to the right, opening to a slanted slope strewn with derelict singlewides, their windows a yellow glow in the haze. On the hill he could see silhouettes amongst the trailers, their shadowed faces lit only by the glow of cigarettes. He could feel their eyes and he clenched the grip of the gun tight in his fist, tracing the arc of the trigger to calm his nerves. The land lowered into a pine f lat and between the bare trunks he could see the windows of a house, a large barn off to the right catching what little house light could reach it. As he approached, a man walked straight into the headlights and when he was close the man raised his hand to usher Ray to stop.


The man wore a pair of Danners untied and opened, the necks f lared so that his jeans caught awkwardly on the mouths of his boots. A black T-shirt with the words SOUTHERN CHARM over the left breast fit tight to his chest. There wasn’t all that much height to him, his arms spindly and ridged with veins. A bright red bandanna was tied around his face so that only his eyes showed. He had long hair pulled to the back of his head, and as he came around the side of the Scout, Ray could see that a ponytail sectioned with rubber bands hung the length of his back.


“Throw it in park, Mr. Mathis.” A thick, throaty drawl hung on the vowels with a sort of low drum, an accent that pegged him for Cherokee, but more specifically as someone from the Cove. He had a strange way of talking, every word enunciated and clear.


“Where’s the boy?”


“Like I said, Mr. Mathis, go on and put your truck in park.” The man leaned down and crossed his arms on the windowsill of the door, and as he did, Ray angled the snake charmer into his eyes.


“You can bring me my son or I can open up your head like a jack-o’-lantern,” Ray said. “One or the other. And it don’t make a lick of difference.”


“I think you may want to put that down.” The man spoke casually, not an ounce of fear in his voice. “There’s no reason for all of us to start shooting one another.” He raised his eyes and nodded across the cab. “This is just business, Mr. Mathis. I’m owed a great sum of money and I want what I’m owed. Nothing more.”


Ray eased the gun back along his stomach so that the man couldn’t reach in while he turned. He peeked to the passenger side where a big brute watched wide-eyed down the barrel of an AR. The man’s hair was shaved close and he also wore a bandanna tied around his face. He was light-skinned so that his head shone blue as a robin’s egg in the twilight.


“Like I said, I just want my money,” the man said. “So go on and put that gun down, throw your truck in park, and we’ll get this squared away.”


Raymond thumbed back the rabbit ears on the side-by-side and kept his aim true. “The money’s on the seat,” he said. “Tell that fellow to take it, you bring me my son, and we’ll be on our way.” 


The man in the window didn’t speak. He glared into the muzzle, then at Ray, cut his eyes across the cab, and nodded.


Behind him, Ray heard the man reach in for the cash and in a few seconds the big fellow was in the headlights. The man weighed a good four hundred pounds and wore a soiled wife-beater, his stomach lapping the waist of black basketball shorts. Tattoos sleeved his arms. He tossed the wad of banded bills onto the hood and stood by the front bumper with the assault rif le shouldered and aimed through the windshield.


“Is there any need for me to count it?” 


“Think you can count to a hundred?”


The man at the window chuckled and shook his head. He gripped tight to the door of the Scout and leaned back like he was about to swing from a trapeze. “You know, you’re all right, Mr. Mathis.” He patted one of his hands on the door and stepped back from the truck. “I like you all right,” he said.


The man walked to the front of the truck and took the cash from the hood. Flipping the edges of the bills against his thumb, he looked through the windshield at Ray and slid the wad of money into his back pocket. “Go get him,” he said.


The big boy lowered his rif le, his expression suggesting concern about leaving his partner alone. “You sure?”


“I said go get him.”


Ray put the truck in park and stepped out, leaving the engine running. The man took a pack of smokes from his pocket and slipped a cigarette into his fingers. He stood the cigarette on end against the hood of Ray’s truck, slid his fingers down the sides, and f lipped it from butt to tip over and over, playing a sort of Jacob’s ladder with the coffin nail.


“You know, I hate it has to be like this, Mr. Mathis, but it’s just business. It’s not easy dealing with junkies. That’s nothing against you. Just the way things are.”


“Just business, huh?” Raymond stood with the shotgun down his side. He was watching the house, waiting for them to bring him his son.


The man leaned back on the truck, bracing his elbows on the hood. “If it was anything other than business, you’d have been dead before you got up the driveway. Wouldn’t matter. I’d have the money just the same. So, yeah, it’s just business.”


“After tonight you don’t have any more business with that boy.” 


“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”


“I think it’s pretty simple. I don’t care if he crawls in here begging, you don’t have anything for him,” Ray said. “You send him on down the road.”


“I can’t guarantee something like that.” He fit the cigarette into his mouth through the bandanna, a crease in the fabric marking his lips. Cupping a lighter in front of his face, he struck the flint to f lame and exhaled a trail of smoke between them. “Somebody shows up here with a fistful of money, what right do I have to turn him away?”


“You sell anything to my son again and I’ll walk you to the gates myself.”


“You’re placing the blame in the wrong place, Mr. Mathis. It’s like those bumper stickers say. How do they say it?” He lifted his eyes to the trees and took a long drag from his cigarette. “Guns don’t kill people. People kill people. Isn’t that what they say?”


“And it’s like I said,” Ray grumbled. “You sell anything to that boy again and I’ll blow your goddamn brains out.”


“I hear you,” the man said, a touch of sarcasm in his voice. He leaned with one elbow against the Scout, his body turned casually to the side so that he was facing Ray.


Light and smoke made a yellow haze out of the yard so that everything looked as if it were coming through a filter. Two figures came around the side of the house and when they were in the headlights Ray could see the big boy had Ricky thrown over his shoulder. A skinny kid walked beside him. He looked like he couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old. Red shaggy hair hung ragged over his ears, his pants sagging off his waist so that he had to waddle to keep them from falling. He carried a cardboard box and had a bandanna over his face the same as the others.


The big boy tossed Ricky on the ground like he was dropping a bag of sand. Ricky’s head bounced off the packed clay. Raymond walked over and knelt by his son. Ricky’s clothes were torn and his hair was caked with blood. Both eyes were swollen shut, flesh dark as plums. Dried blood crusted his nostrils. There was a split at the side of his mouth, an open gash just above his ear. He’d been beaten within an inch of his life and looking at him Ray couldn’t quite tell whether he was alive or dead.


He pressed his fingers to the side of his son’s neck and checked for a pulse. Ricky’s heartbeat was faint but steady. Ray could hear the air crackling from his son’s nose, shallow breaths no more than a whisper. He reached for his hands. Ricky’s knuckles were busted and that tiny thing meant something to Ray because it meant that even in the worst of times the boy hadn’t lain down.


Sliding his arms beneath his body, Ray cradled him like a child, Ricky’s head bobbing as his father carried him back to the truck. Ray opened the door and propped his son in the passenger seat. He pulled the seat belt across Ricky’s body, his chin resting on his chest as if he was sleeping.


Ray slammed the door and walked around the back of the truck. When he was just about to climb behind the wheel, the man spoke.


“I think all this silverware probably belongs to you.”


Ray turned to where the man stood in the headlights just a few yards in front of the bumper. The man kicked at the cardboard box sitting on the ground, the clatter of metal clinking inside. Ray grabbed the snake charmer off the seat and went to the front of his truck. Carrying the box back to the opened cab, he glanced inside: mismatched silverware and a few cheap picture frames Ricky must’ve imagined were worth something. Ray tossed it into the backseat, paced back to the front of the truck, and raised the gun to the bridge of the man’s nose. The big light-skinned boy who was standing off to the side barreled forward and jammed the assault rifle hard into Ray’s ear.


“I want you to take a long look at that fellow sitting there in that truck. I want you to remember his face,” Ray said. “You don’t have any more business with him, you understand?”


The man held Ray’s eyes, reached off to the side with his left hand, and lowered the barrel of the AR to their feet. “If that’s the case, Mr. Mathis, I’d say you need to get that son of yours some help.”






FOUR


Denny Rattler wasn’t some smash-and-grab dipshit. Breaking and entering was more like a magic trick, like some sleight of hand where, when performed with the right amount of grace, the homeowner never even knew they’d been robbed.


Most obituaries left a list of people who wouldn’t be home at the time of the funeral. He’d check the Cherokee One Feather, “so-and-so went home to be with the Lord,” and focus on those survived. Family was tightly knit in the mountains so that often four or five homes might be clumped together in a holler and he could climb out of one window right into the next to work his way from house to house, trailer to trailer, and split before they ever filled the grave.


According to the paper, Bobby Bigmeat dropped dead from a heart attack at twenty-six years old. He was survived by Wolfes and Cucumbers, Locusts, Hornbuckles, and half a dozen other Bigmeats. The funeral started at noon. Denny eased the box fan out of Gig Wolfe’s window and climbed into the back bedroom.


The carpet was a garish oxblood red that looked almost biblical. Just standing there on all of that color, he felt off-balance as he surveyed the room for anything promising. Two black dresses lay across a neatly made bed, garments as square as throw blankets. From the looks of it, Gig’s wife was as wide as she was tall. Towels draped the top of the headboard to keep the heavy brass railing from banging the wall. A pastel painting of a flowered landscape hung over the bed. Lamplight shone from a nightstand on the far side and he slinked over to check the drawer. Cheap reading glasses sat diagonally on a devotional by the lamp and he rattled the drawer open to find a little pink framed pocket pistol tucked next to a box of tissue. This was the mistake most thieves would make.


Kicking down the door and stripping a house to the wiring was fine if you were planning to skip town and pawn everything someplace down the road. But you never shit where you eat. If a homeowner didn’t know they’d been robbed, they didn’t call the law, and if they didn’t call the law, a man had no reason to hide. Denny’s rules were simple enough: never take more than five things from any given house and never steal what’s left out in the open. If it’s only one or two things and they disappear from places seldom checked, most folks either didn’t notice at all or second-guessed themselves for having ever put it there in the first place. Either way, you were home free.


He eased the drawer closed and turned his attention to a jewelry box on the dresser to his left. There were bracelets and rings fit neatly between gray velvet lips, and earrings stowed in a square space to the right. He reached for none of it. Instead, he lifted the tray to check the bottom of the box because most women were the same. Kinked chains and mismatched studs were always strewn in the bottom and forgotten, jewelry that was out of fashion or broken or that she’d never liked, and none of that mattered when it was melted down. He checked the clasps on three necklaces before he found one stamped .925 for sterling. That was what he took—a long herringbone necklace, maybe an eighth of an inch thick, that was knotted up and might fetch twenty-five dollars if he was lucky.


When he found the front room, he went straight for a glassfaced gun cabinet catty-cornered behind the front door. The cabinet was filled with long guns, shotguns and rifles braced neatly in plush saddles. The door was locked, but such locks were useless. If Gig Wolfe was dumb as most people, he probably hid the key on top of the cabinet, but Denny just slipped a jackknife out of his pocket, ran the blade along the seam, and jimmied the lock loose. 


In the mirror at the back of the cabinet, he caught his own re-flection and it startled him. The drugs had whittled his face down to bone and shadow. A thick mustache that didn’t connect in the center stretched across his lip and a disheveled beard grew scraggly on his cheeks. His hair was cut into a shabby mullet, the back parted and draped over his shoulders. A tinged NASCAR shirt from a race in Bristol hung about his chest, the neck stretched loosely. Skin like fallow earth and hair as black as night, it was his eyes that struck him as different, a hollowed emptiness about them now that hadn’t been there a few months before. Looking at himself, he felt ashamed, and he focused back on the rif les so as not to bear that feeling any longer than he had to.


A .270 Weatherby with a walnut Monte Carlo stock as smooth as glass stood proudly on display at the front of the line. He could probably get five hundred easy out of that rif le alone, but Gig would notice it missing just as soon as he sat down in his ratty recliner for supper. Denny settled on an old Iver Johnson single-shot twelve at the very back, something Gig was probably given as a kid that he never shot anymore but held on to out of sentimentality. He probably wouldn’t realize that gun was gone till the next time he emptied the cabinet to oil the barrels. It never even crossed Denny’s mind that losing something like that would be ten times as hard.


The junk drawer in the kitchen was the last place Denny looked and he found what he’d come to expect. People always chucked their old cell phones in a drawer rather than throwing them away. The drawer was filled with screwdrivers and a hammer, a Tupperware container loaded with mismatched nuts and bolts, old keys, a rusted knife, a roll of camouflage duct tape. The screen wasn’t even busted on the iPhone 5. They’d probably discarded the 5 for the 6, and by now traded the 6 for the 7, because every American had to have the latest and greatest, every American was dumb as rocks.


Denny did the math in his head like some drug-rattled abacus. Twenty-five dollars for the necklace, one twenty-five for the gun, a hundred dollars even for the iPhone. Bundles were going for one twenty-five. Ten bags to a bundle, so this made twenty. Twenty bags would go a week if he maintained the same speed, a week and a half if he was lucky enough to slow down, though the truth was that nobody ever slowed down.


A week and a half, he thought, and that was as satisfying a thing as had crossed his mind all morning. That was as far ahead as he could dare to look. Life had become little more than one foot in front of the other, though if he was being completely honest it had never been anything more. For as long as he’d been alive, the future had only ever been as far as his next meal, and things were no different now.


With the necklace around his neck and the phone in his pocket, he traipsed through the house, the shotgun cradled in his arms, everything left just the way he’d found it. When he was outside, he fit the box fan back into the window and slithered to the side of the house. Two crows cawed from the naked boughs of a blighted hemlock, but there was no one around to heed their warning. A hard sun burned directly overhead. There was still plenty of time to hit another house.






FIVE


Junkies called the clump of trailers the Outlet Mall. Didn’t much matter what you were looking for, this was where you found it.


Horse was sold out of the singlewide with the green plastic roof over the porch, crystal in the one with the Trump flag hanging in the window like a curtain. Sometimes they’d bring a load of Mexican gals in and they’d work out of the old ’70s model Charger with orange trim for a hundred dollars a turn. But the girls hadn’t been there in a while from what Denny’d seen, and he came often enough to know.


Soon as he opened the front door, Jonah Rathbone reached into the couch cushions and came out with a .357 Mag that he rested on his knee like a baby. Jonah wore a pair of cutoff jeans and a faded white tank top with the words myrtle beach airbrushed fluorescent on the front. He was leaned so far back on the couch that his ass was hovering off the front of the cushion. A lanky white girl was curled on the far end of the sofa, her legs hugged to her chest inside a black T-shirt. Her eyes were haloed by shadow, barely open, and she was swaying back and forth staring at the floor, oblivious the earth was turning.


“Dang, Denny, you ever think about knocking?” Jonah swallowed hard and slicked his fingers back through the sides of his hair. The full-framed revolver rested on his knee and Denny couldn’t turn his eyes from its engraved frame. Picking the gun back up, Jonah twirled the heavy Ruger loosely by its trigger guard, the gun spinning a Tilt-A-Whirl orbit around his finger. “What sort of worthless shit you bring today?”


Denny came into the room and set his offering on a heavy iron-framed coffee table in front of the couch. He laid the shotgun down first, then stretched the sterling necklace in a straight line paralleling the barrel. “Oh, and I got this,” he said, fishing around in the pocket of his jeans for the cell phone.


“When you going to start stealing something worth having?” 


“That gun’s worth a hundred and fifty dollars all day long,” Denny said. “That and that necklace and this phone, I’d say you give me at least two fifty.”


Jonah tossed the revolver casually between him and the girl. He stretched for the shotgun and looked it over in his hands, shouldered the twelve-gauge and aimed the muzzle at Denny’s belly button. After checking the barrel stamp, he set the gun back where he’d found it. “An Iver Johnson, Denny! What the fuck you want me to do with this? When you going to bring something I can sell? A Benelli, hell, a Mossberg, anything.”


“That gun and this phone, that’s easy money,” Denny said. “That’s an easy two fifty.” Every time it was the same old game: Denny trying to talk him up and Jonah trying to dicker him down. Thing about it was, Jonah held all the power. He knew Denny wasn’t going to go to a pawnshop and he knew he wasn’t leaving without the dope. Jonah reached for the necklace and checked the clasp. He shook his head, wadded the thin herring-bone chain up like string, and chucked it at the girl at the end of the couch.
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