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PRAISE FOR SAMANTHA HUNT


Mr. Splitfoot


A New York Times Editors’ Choice


“Samantha Hunt’s every sentence electrifies. Her book contains everything that I want in a novel. If I could long-distance mesmerize you, dear reader, into picking up this book and buying it and reading it at once, believe me: I would.”


—Kelly Link


“[Mr. Splitfoot] will haunt me . . . Hypnotic and glowing.”


—Gregory Maguire, The New York Times Book Review


“The way I feel about Samantha Hunt’s Mr. Splitfoot is how one of its characters describes meeting his wife: ‘We fell in love in a bloody way, thorns and hooks.’ ”


—Daniel Johnson, The Paris Review (Staff Pick)


“The historical and the fantastical entwine like snakes . . . There’s a rare pleasure in this blend of romance and phantoms.”


—Ron Charles, The Washington Post


“Gripping . . . ‘History holds up one side of our lives and fiction the other,’ one character tells Cora, and the novel’s pleasures lie in the intersections between the two.”


—The New Yorker


“At once an intriguing mystery with clues, suspense, enigmas galore, and an exhilarating, witty, poignant paean to the unexplainable, the unsolvable, the irreducibly mysterious.”


—Priscilla Gilman, The Boston Globe


“A wild ride. If you’re all about magical realists like Kelly Link, this is one title you’ll need to pick up, because Samantha Hunt’s third novel takes the banal and rockets it into the fantastic (and the fantastically wonderful).”


—Bustle


“A riveting, linguistically playful tale about demons (real or imagined), loss, magic and motherhood.”


—Zoë Apostolides, Financial Times


“An American Gothic fever dream . . . Hunt’s packed prose writhes with hallucinatory detail. At her best, she lurches from lyricism to cynicism in short, declarative sentences.”


—Amy Gentry, Chicago Tribune


“Hunt maintains a dark and disturbing atmosphere throughout this intriguing, well-drawn gothic.”


—Connie Ogle, The Miami Herald


“Ethereal . . . This spellbinder is storytelling at its best.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“A truly fantastic novel in which the blurring of natural and supernatural creates a stirring, visceral conclusion.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Samantha Hunt’s new book is a revelation. It’s emotionally precise, brilliantly imagined and flat-out spooky. A gothic novel that somehow manages to feel thrillingly contemporary and wholly original.”


—Jenny Offill


“I’m speechless. Mr. Splitfoot is so inventive, so new; I haven’t read anything like it in years . . . It’s a thrilling page-turner. I couldn’t stop reading it.”


—Gary Shteyngart


“Mr. Splitfoot is lyrical, echoing, deeply strange, with a quality of sustained hallucination. It is the best book on communicating with the dead since William Lindsay Gresham’s Nightmare Alley, but it swaps out that novel’s cynicism for a more life-affirming sense of uncertainty.”


—Luc Sante


“Absolutely thrilling . . . Hunt gives us plenty of humor amid the horror and awe—and then turns on the lights and shows us what was looming above us the whole time. I can’t stop thinking about it.”


—Sarah Manguso


The Invention of Everything Else


Winner, Bard Fiction Prize


Finalist for the Orange Prize


Long-listed for the IMPAC Dublin Literary Award, 2010


A Washington Post Best Book of 2008


“Dazzling.”


—Elissa Schappel, Vanity Fair


“A sophisticated pastiche of science fiction, fantasy, melodrama, and historical anecdote . . . It all adds up to a precocious math of human marvel.”


—Elle


“Glorious . . . Daring and delicious, perfectly calibrated, fresh but not raw, original but neither off-putting nor disconcertingly strange.”


—Beth Kephart, Chicago Tribune


The Seas


National Book Foundation’s 5 Under 35 Award


“One of the most distinctive and unforgettable voices I’ve read in years. This book will linger . . . in your head for a good long time.”


—Dave Eggers
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Then she raised the hoe above her head.


—Eudora Welty




THE STORY OF


In a coffee shop on Dead Elm Street, Norma arranges chicken bones on her plate, making an arrow that points to her stomach, where the chicken now resides. She once saw a picture of a hen in a science book. The hen had been split open down the breast, unzipped like a parka. Inside was a chain of eggs, rubbery as tapioca, small getting smaller until they almost disappeared. Nothing like the basket of fried chicken Norma has just finished eating, but sickening all the same.


The waitress says, “If it’s all the same to you I’ll—”


“It’s never all the same.” Norma’s thinking of the eggs. “It changes a tiny bit every time.”


But the waitress keeps talking. “—just close out your check, ’cause we’re switching shifts.”


Outside, cars slow to the stop sign. Dead Elm Street is not a dead-end street, but Norma imagines a remedy, a couple of concrete barriers that could cut Dead Elm in half, leaving behind North Dead Elm and South Dead Elm, two streets instead of one. Inconvenient for getting across town, but satisfying: Dead Elm the dead end. Procreation by division, just like the amoebae.


“Wait. Do you have any walnuts?” Norma asks.


“Walnuts?”


“Walnuts.”


“No. No walnuts, no pecans, no filberts. No nuts. Walnuts?” the waitress asks again.


“They get you pregnant.”


“Walnuts get you pregnant?”


“I read it on the Internet.”


The waitress curls her mouth into a half-smile like she’s saying, I doubt it. She’s a pretty waitress but all of her good looks didn’t make her a genius, so Norma wonders what the heck the waitress knows about the health benefits of walnuts.


Norma eats lunch here every day since she lost her job. She and the waitress often talk. They are used to each other the way people are used to their TV sets, a hum that keeps them warm even if they aren’t listening to the broadcast.


Norma slides out of the booth.


The stalls in the ladies’ room are made of aluminum. Norma rests her head against this coolness while she pees. In the stall wall she can see a distorted reflection of herself. The dark chestnut hair dye she tried last week makes every minor bump and blemish on her pale face bright red, raw as a goth girl. The hairs on her cheeks seem unnaturally white and furry next to her nearly black hair. While she picks at her skin she feels something familiar—a peeling, a pain. In the toilet a streamer of blood sinks to the bottom of the bowl, a dark, dead fish.


Yesterday Norma asked the waitress how long it took her to get pregnant and the waitress said, “I don’t know. Fifteen minutes?”


“No. I mean, how many times did you have to try?”


And she said, “Try? What do you mean, honey?”


The waitress has three kids. She doesn’t seem to like any of them.


Norma’s been trying to get pregnant for over two years, and each time she gets her period a small bit of strength leaks out of her. Iron and blood. Each month she thinks maybe it worked this time. She’ll walk very carefully up stairs and avoid lifting anything heavy. Just in case. But then, every month her period comes, a cellar door slamming shut. Something is not working and Norma does not want to go to the doctor to find out what. She doesn’t want medical confirmation saying she’ll never be able to have children. She’d rather keep some hope intact. But hope is very hard to do.


Norma’s shoulders have begun to slump. Her eyes often shift between what she is looking at and the ground. It’s cold comfort, but Norma imagines the deaths these non-babies would have had to die had they ever been born: car crashes, heart disease, cerebral hemorrhage. At least she has spared her non-babies all that dying.


And no one needs a baby. The survival of the species is not at risk, so Norma says nothing about all this wanting even when Ted, her own husband, acts like an asshole.


“I’m ovulating,” Norma will tell him while staring at the bedroom carpet, humiliated. And Ted groans from a place so low in his belly, a place where he stores the worst pains, as if to say any chore would be preferable, taking out the garbage, vacuuming the basement, regrouting the tub. Please. Norma stands on the sides of her feet to feel the ache all the way down in her skeleton.


In the bathroom stall, she zips her pants up, grabs her stomach, shaking it a little, poking her belly. “Hey,” she says in the empty bathroom. “Wake up, ovaries.”


There’s a message, graffiti on the wall. give me a call. 1-800-fuckin’a. She dials the number on her cell phone.


“Hello?”


“Hi. 1-800-FUCKIN’A?”


“No. Sorry. We’re 1-800-DUBL-INC. Doubles Incorporated, providing goods and services for the Procreation by Division Industries.”


“Procreation by division?”


“Yeah. You know. Like the amoebae.”


Norma hangs up so quickly it may be possible that the phone call never even happened.


On the way home Norma walks past a number of construction sites and some old farms where the grass grows as high as her waist. Strip malls, hills, grasshoppers, people, they all multiply. Norma bites her nails and spits the bits into the rounded, ripe fields. She leaves a trail of her DNA.


A rustling speeds up behind her like an enormous snake. Norma turns. A woman is pedaling quite furiously on a tiny BMX bike with fluorescent green tires, looking like some half-mad delivery person. Her chin is stuck out in front of her like an ape. Her face is sharp. The blades of her cheekbones have been accentuated by two brutish swaths of rouge. The woman wears her dark hair feathered back with a bandana rolled and tied across her forehead as if fashions had not changed since 1981. She looks tough, dirty, terrified. Perhaps even a little bit retarded. Her eyes are watery and distracted as an addict’s.


Though they are the only two people on the road, the woman stares straight ahead. She clenches her lips around a cigarette while she pedals, one hand on the handlebars. She doesn’t blink. She glides past Norma and is gone.


Creepy, but creepy like a humongous pile of insects crawling all over one another, a pile of insects Norma would want to stare at or poke with a long stick.


A few summers back Norma and Ted moved into a development called Rancho de Caza. It was what they could afford and Ted promised they wouldn’t spend their whole lives living in a development. At the time, Rancho de Caza was not a gated community. Norma had insisted on that. But then there was a spate of burglaries, and after a thirty-eight-year-old mother from Lilac Lane was lashed to a kitchen chair with duct tape and thrown into her swimming pool, the board of Rancho de Caza changed their minds. Even though the woman lived. Now when Norma walks home she must stand in front of the guardhouse, wave to the man inside, and wait while he swings open two white wrought-iron gates big enough for an eighteen-wheeler. The gates make Norma feel like a mouse entering a giant’s city. They close behind her. She scurries down Day Lily Street before taking a left on Daffodil.


Rancho de Caza has certain rules, bylaws. Grass must be cut. No lawn ornaments bigger than one and one-half feet. No unapproved swing sets. No compost piles. Two trees maximum per yard. Norma and Ted got lucky. They have a nice tall sycamore that shades the Mediterranean roof tiles. All the houses in Rancho de Caza have Mediterranean roof tiles. The sycamore’s leaves are larger than Ted’s hand, so large a neighbor once complained that Ted and Norma should pay for his Guatemalan lawn guy because one of the development’s laws is: leaves must be raked, bagged, and thrown away once a week from October 1 to November 31. “They’re not my leaves,” the neighbor said. Norma and Ted stared blankly over the low fence that divided the properties, hoping if they ignored the matter it would go away.


Caza. What a bunch of idiots.


It’s not really the same old story: bored couple in suburbia. Norma loves Ted. He is very kind. He looks a bit like a news anchor, or maybe a local TV weatherman, a tennis pro. Handsome first, then well-groomed, then smart.


When Ted and Norma first met he was still living at home with his parents, growing hydroponic marijuana in the family basement. He was twenty-six at the time and made a living driving the local library’s bookmobile to the rougher parts of the city and out to the old folks’ home. Sometimes Norma would ride in the van with him. They’d get high in the bookmobile, flip through the children’s books together, and make out. Norma loved to watch Ted as he helped little redneck girls or senile old men pick out something good to read in the van where she and Ted had just been kissing. It all seemed so generous. People always left the van surprised. “You mean, I can just take this book?” And Ted would nod yes, yes, you can.


But then Ted turned twenty-seven, and two days after his birthday his father asked to have a word with Ted and his mother. Ted’s father confessed that he had another family, a whole other family, another wife, another house, and another kid, a girl, only she wasn’t a girl anymore, she was a woman. All these years, all those sales calls and business trips were lies. Even the two Christmases he’d claimed to be caught in Chicago snowstorms. He was lying. He was a few towns away at his other family’s house. Ted’s father said he was sorry. He said he wasn’t quite sure how things had gotten so out of control. Ted’s father said that the new sister was anxious to meet her sibling. Ted didn’t believe that for an instant. His father said he felt great. He’d been wanting to tell them for so long. He was relieved that the telling was over. Ted’s mother said Ted’s father was lower than the lowest species of worm and then threw him out of the house. “And if you ever think about coming back or even calling, don’t,” she said. “I’ll buy a gun and if I can’t get a gun I’ll just use a piece of broken glass to gouge your eyes out while you sleep.”


Ted woke up the following morning, went to the basement, and ripped up every single stalk of marijuana he had growing there. He took the plants out back to the leaf pile and set the whole thing on fire. Ted bought his first suit and filled out three applications for entry-level management positions, one at a wholesale imported food distributor, one at a textile company, and one at a home supply warehouse. He didn’t get any of the jobs, but the next week he went and filled out three more applications. Then he asked Norma to marry him, and Norma, also shaken by the news that someone’s entire life can be a lie, said yes. She loved Ted.


Last night Norma and Ted had chicken breasts, broccoli, and couscous for dinner. Later, when the development went quiet, Ted stepped outside. Norma didn’t know what he was doing out there—surveying the property for wild beasts or burglars—but when he came back he smelled like fresh air. Ted and Norma went to bed and held each other underneath the covers.


Home from the diner, she checks the messages. “Hi, Norm, are you there? Are you there? I guess you’re not there.” Outside, an airplane passes overhead, making a shadow on her back lawn. She watches it go and the house is quiet again.


Earlier she’d been surfing the Web, looking at a TTC, Trying to Conceive, chat room.




baby@43: thanks to clomid I tried to shove DH down the stairs yesterday.


sterile ms.: just found out health insurance won’t pay for my two $15,000 IVFs that didn’t work


wannabb: implantation bleeding? anyone?


baby@43: implantation bleeding is a myth spread by women who have no trouble conceiving. there’s no such thing, wannabb. that’s yer period





Women are mean to each other in the TTC chat rooms. Even Norma can get mean. She’ll type in, Good luck to someone, but she doesn’t mean it plainly. She means it more like Fat chance. You’re too old. Much older than me. You’re never going to have a baby.


She looks past her computer, out into the backyard. There is something in the tree. Something large and dark. It is a mass like cancer or a squirrel’s nest. She lets her eyes focus. And there it is, and she couldn’t be more surprised. It’s a beautiful hawk, a tremendous, beautiful, speckle-breasted hawk come to visit Rancho de Caza. In all the years that Norma has lived in this development she has seen goldfinches, blue jays, cardinals even, pigeons, sparrows, swallows, starlings, crows, grosbeaks, and wrens, but she has never seen a bird of prey. It’s preening its breast on a high branch. Norma can make out its bright yellow talons and beak, its long tail of secure feathers.


“What are you doing here?” Then, as certainly as if the hawk had answered her itself, she knows. “You’re here to tell me that I’m going to have a baby, aren’t you?” Norma says it out loud to confirm the bird’s meaning. She feels all the weight in her arms, all the gloom of getting her period disappear. “Thank you.” She’s sure of the sign, so she picks up the cordless phone to make it real.


“Ted Jonsen, please.


“Hi.


“You won’t believe it.


“No. There’s a hawk in the backyard.


“I know.


“Yeah, I’m sure. It’s huge.


“It’s huge.


“Nothing.


“Damica? They’re coming this weekend.


“I think the hawk is a good—


“What?


“Umm, I think Saturday.


“Maybe some cranberry juice.


“Okay.


“Okay. See you soon.


“Yup. Bye.”


Norma hangs up and her heart snags. The sign seems less certain now. The bird is gone, and Norma wishes she’d done things differently. Take a bit of good news and Norma will always spread it out thin over the telephone lines, until all she has left is a small smudge, a quickly fading memory of the color yellow and the white-speckled feathers.


There’s a few chat strings streaming in front of her: HSGs, D&Cs, OPKs, and BBTs. There is also a box you can click to send someone who is TTC some Baby Dust. It’s a virtual gift that arrives over e-mail. Norma already sent herself some a couple of months ago. Storks, smiley faces, pink and blue bits of electronic confetti. It didn’t work. Do cancer websites have asinine toys like that? Chemo dust to sprinkle for a cure?


She looks away from her computer again and there in the backyard is a BMX bicycle with fluorescent-green tires, one wheel spinning slowly in the breeze. Norma steps out the back slider barefoot, her toes in the warm grass. No one’s there. She looks up through the branches of the sycamore tree. Nothing. Norma rights her neck.


The woman with the addict eyes stares at Norma. She’s no more than two narrow feet away. She looks like she’s hungry.


“You scared me.” Norma keeps her voice calm and friendly the way one might with a cruel dog.


Norma sees now that the woman is filthy. Tiny capillary lines of sweaty grit swoop across her neck like a tidal shore. Her fingernails are rimmed with dirt as if she crawled out of a grave. There’s a large dark birthmark on the woman’s collarbone. It could be the mother ship, the epicenter of all this dirt. The woman is missing a side tooth, a dark hole that sucks in all of Norma’s attention.


There is a power to her filth that keeps Norma from screaming or calling the cops. There’s power in the woman’s lacy black tank top, in her cutoff corduroys and oversized camouflage coat.


“You scared me,” Norma repeats herself. The woman is breathing heavily. “Can I help you with something?”


“What’s your name again?” the woman asks, as if Norma had already volunteered this information.


Hypnotized by the missing tooth, Norma answers. “Norma. What’s yours?”


“Huh. Norma.”


“Yes. What’s your name?”


“Norma. Are you deaf?”


“That’s my name.”


“Well. It’s my name also.”


The woman cracks her knuckles. She kicks at something underfoot. A starling titters from a tree and Norma wonders why the camo coat. Norma doesn’t believe her. “I’ve never met another Norma in my life.”


“I’m an old friend of Ted’s. Can I get something to drink?” Dirty Norma asks. “I’ve been riding my bike.”


Norma considers offering her the garden hose until she remembers her manners. “Yes, of course,” Norma says. “A glass of water.”


“Got any soda?” She follows Norma inside the sliding back door.


“A soda.”


“Yeah.”


“Okay. All right,” Norma says. “A soda.” They file into the kitchen. Norma doesn’t keep soda in the fridge but she’s got a can in the pantry. “You live around here?” Norma wonders about the guard, how she got past.


“No. You like it?”


“There’s a lot of rules. We’re not going to stay here forever.”


“What rules?”


“You’re not allowed to have more than two trees in your yard.”


“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”


“I know.”


“So then why do you do it?” Dirty Norma asks. “Why don’t you just start planting lots of trees? What are they going to do? Come dig them up? Take away your trees?”


Norma has been standing in the pantry door, looking into the darkness for a can of soda. She finds one and closes the door. She crosses the kitchen and hands her the can and a glass of ice. Dirty Norma’s bare toes are filthy in their flip-flops. They hold the remnants of some dark purple nail polish. Norma stares at these toes against the beige and cream linoleum until she hears the pop of the can. There is the hiss of the bubbles. There are the gulping breaths of air as Dirty Norma swallows the entire soda without ever putting it on ice. She hands Norma the can, the cold, unused glass. Dirty Norma belches and Norma can smell the corn syrup on her breath.


“Why don’t I give Ted a call?”


“Go right ahead.”


So Norma does, taking the cordless into the dining room, out of earshot.


“Hi. So, there’s a friend of yours here.


“Uhh, Norma.


“Yeah weird, right?”


Norma lowers her voice to a dead whisper. “How do you know her?


“But.


“I see.


“Fine, tell me later.”


When she hangs up, Dirty Norma is no longer standing in the kitchen. Norma hears the television in the living room. Dirty Norma has made herself at home. She’s watching the end of a talk show. The topic is bullies. Norma stands behind her, staring at the woman’s head. Her hair is matted with grease. Dirty Norma turns. “Hope you don’t mind I turned on the tube.”


“Make yourself at home,” Norma says. “Ted’ll be here soon.”


Dirty Norma points her index finger at Norma, a gun, a finger parting the hedge. You’re lonely. Just like me. “So, you want to have a baby,” she says. Dirty Norma jerks her chin toward the computer screen. The monitor’s been shaken awake, someone’s hand on the mouse.


And Norma nods her head yes. This woman does not seem to be the sort who might say, Oh, I just know it’s going to work out for you soon! So Norma decides to tell her about it. She’s trying to formulate words that explain what her life without a baby feels like, but none of the words are right. It hurts. It’s unjust. That sounds dumb. Teenagers are locking their newborns in broom closets. Also dumb. Infertility is death doled out in tiny, monthly doses. The clock on the microwave flashes 12:11, as if it’s counting down.


“That’s kind of like the trouble I’ve got,” Dirty Norma says.


And Norma stops wondering what this woman is doing here. The universe works in mysterious ways. First the hawk, then the other Norma. Norma’s face opens wide, her arms, her heart. “You can’t get pregnant either? Oh, Norma. Oh. It sucks, right? It’s awful. And think of all those years you tried to not have a baby, right? And the—”


“No.” Dirty Norma smiles slightly. Screech goes the world. “I need to get unpregnant.”


“Unpregnant.” Norma’s dry lips stick together.


“Yeah. I thought Ted could help me.”


“Ted?”


“Yeah.”


“How?”


“I need some money.”


“Oh.”


“Ted’s my brother.”


The air has fled Norma’s lungs. Even this meth-head disaster of a human being can get pregnant. There is frozen, hardened steel in Norma’s veins. Unwanted cells divide and multiply in Dirty Norma’s belly. Norma backs away, fearing a fog of violence. Norma imagines blood, clawing the sides of her thighs as she leaves. “There’s more soda if you want.”


Ted ducks his head back into his car, reaching across the seat for something. He emerges and looks not at Norma but into the corner of the garage where they’ve stashed a highway YIELD sign stolen in Ted’s younger days. “She’s my sister, Norm.” Ted turns to face her. His eyes bug out. “My sister.”


“My god.”


“Yeah.”


“Your dad’s other—”


“Yeah.”


It’s not something they have often spoken of, and when he brings her up now Norma realizes how Ted has grown into being a fearful person and how she, Norma, has helped him do that.


“Have you met her before?” She gives Ted back dimensions he once had. Maybe he still has them. The possibility he might have a secret, be a secret. The possibility of kindness and depth, wonder, and maybe even grief.


“She came by my office today. Some friend of a friend of hers works there and told her that there was a Ted Jonsen in receiving. She just showed up. It freaked me out. She wants to borrow money. She scared the receptionist, so I told her to meet me here instead.”


“She rode her bike. A little boy’s BMX.”


Ted nods. “She’s my sister, Norm.”


In the garage Norma finds a garden trowel. The day is already humid. She chooses a spot along the side wall. She’ll dig. She’ll plant as many trees as she goddamn wants. It’s not like the universe cares if we are good or bad. She drives the trowel into the ground. A number of small roots cut across the cavity. Norma slices them with her trowel and they make a meaty sound. A bit of moisture collects on the severed cross sections. Norma pries a rock from the hole. She avoids the worms, minding not to cut their bodies in two.


Dirty Norma has followed her out. She stands beside her bike. She must have gotten the money from Ted.


Norma looks up to the sky. Reproducing is simply a matter of hormones. That’s all. There’s no judgment in it. It can happen to any asshole. Norma knows plenty of jerks who don’t deserve their children. Her cousin Louis quizzes his kids whenever there’s another adult around. “What are the heat panels on the space shuttle made out of? What birdcall is that? What are the three branches of the government?” She has only scratched the surface of the hole.


“You need help?” Dirty Norma asks.


But saying it’s hormones is the same as saying witch-craft or sorcery. What’s the difference between hormones and magic potions? Neither of them are believable or explainable.


Norma hands Dirty Norma the trowel. There’s a spade on the deck. Reproducing is nothing more than making photocopies. Or plagiarism. It comes easily to cheaters. Norma finds the spade. She digs behind Dirty Norma. The day is warm. Then why does she want a baby so badly? She strikes the soil with her spade, balancing her feet on top of the dull end. Her actions are jerky and ineffective. The spade barely takes a bite. In the heat Norma can smell the fertilizer mix that her neighbor spreads on his lawn. She stops digging. She wants someone who belongs to her, someone she is a part of. It is plain and easy. It is tender.


Dirty Norma is much better at this digging than Norma. Maybe she’s been in prison. She’s really attacking the soil, making a difference. Norma looks at the ground to keep her balance, keep her head. It’s a tiny hole she’s dug. It’s not much to ask for.


Norma’s period is giving her cramps. She stares out across the yard, slowing the world down.


When they first moved in, the grass had been rolled out in strips of sod. It bothered Norma that first season. She could detect the edges of each roll, as if some night a lawn crew might return and roll the sod right back up again. Sometimes it is easy to hear what the grass is saying. To hear the message in the humming engine of the never-ceasing lawn mower five houses down.


A delivery truck backs up across the street. Norma focuses her attention on the head in front of her. Rage creeps in quietly, intimately, nearly unrecognized like a message whispered down a phone line made from paper cups and a string. In rage comes. Or it has been there a long while, sleeping. The afternoon opens up, awake now. The afternoon presents a notion Norma had not considered before: violence. She raises the spade above her head. I could crack the blade into the thin bones of this woman’s skull, Norma thinks. I could divide her like a worm, cut her into chunks, seeds I’d bury in the yard, planting baby trees. Trees that grow babies. The choreography becomes clear. How the white brain will leak from inside Dirty Norma like moisture from a severed root. Red blossoms of blood flowering and a harvest of new humans come fall.


All around them are the small sounds of nature. Heat meeting green leaves, the sprinkler, the invisible bugs who are doing it in the grass, resilient now to pesticides, making babies in the yard. Norma tightens her grip on the spade’s wooden handle. That dark head. The shovel’s blade would lodge into the skull, then Norma would probably have to wiggle it free to take a second whack. In that moment of true horror, of committing true harm to another human’s body, something would be exchanged, mingled, met. Something would be compensated. She’d give the world a reason for being so cruel to her. Norma still might never get a baby but at least she’d know why, and a reason would be something she could hold on to at night.


The strands of Dirty Norma’s hair are separated into clumps. That head, one day a long time ago, popped out of some lady and the lady was happy to see it, happier than she’d probably ever been in her life. The lady drew the head up to her nose and smelled its black fur. She didn’t care that the head was covered with scum and filth and blood. The lady dug her nose right down into the scent. That, or else Dirty Norma spontaneously sprung to life from some rotten idea.


The spade loses its bite. The delivery truck finds first gear and pulls away. Norma breathes, tasting the air’s human scent, sweet as sweat. Soon, any minute now, she’s going to put down this spade without injuring anyone.


A starling chirps. The world starts turning again. She looks down into the hole. It has gotten quite deep, deep enough to hold a tree if Norma only had one. She bites a ragged hangnail from her finger, chewing for a moment, then spitting it out into the hole. She plants a bit of herself, covering the hangnail with soil, replacing the sod as best she can, patting the lumpen mound.




ALL HANDS


Sweat makes a Rorschach blot on the back of my uniform. Coast Guard–issued poly-blended cotton never needs ironing but this shit does not breathe in Galveston’s heat. Say the Gulf of Mexico is a stomach—we’re stewing in the hypoxic dead zone. That means low oxygen, brown algae, and the curious side effect that boy fishes drown out the girls. I don’t know why.


I take a bite of pizza, walking down the wharf to my office. I smell the crusty sea. I smell the burn of cargo cranes. Surrounded by giants. I smell gas and oil. The gulf’s got twenty-seven thousand abandoned wells beneath its surface. I smell my dinner, warm comfort of grease. It smells delicious.


Last night I fell asleep at my desk. No tank ships or barges. No SARs to coordinate. I kept the radio up loud enough to wake me in case I needed to tuck in my shirt. Semper paratus. Sure. Sure. No such luck tonight.


The tankers that dock here to load are as big as entire towns, vacant city blocks. And taller still, solid walls of steel. I can make out a few letters on her side: cean iant. She’s empty, plenty of freeboard, taking on a load over at the facilities. I finish my meal, last bite of crust before stepping inside the trailer.


“Evening.”


“Evening.”


“When’d she get in?”


“Hour ago.” Garza’s a newish MIO. Nineteen, twenty. The local lady he’s dating is waiting for him in the parking lot, pumping the AC in her Grand Am.


The wharves are vending machines for the local women. They select the option that suits their needs: a sailor in port for one or two shifts; a merchant marine who comes and goes on three-week rotations; or a coastie stuck in station for four long years. It’s an easy arrangement I myself have enjoyed.


“You’re the duty officer tonight?” he asks.


“No, ma’am.” Sanctioned slang, pulling his chain. “Thought I’d skip down to Marine Safety for the all-night pancake breakfast.” USCG-approved chuckles. “Care to hang around?”


“Hell, no. I’ve been here since oh eight hundred.”


“You check her out yet?”


Garza winks. “I didn’t want you to get bored through the wee hours.”


“Thoughtful son of a gun.”


Garza salutes like some feathered drum majorette and disappears into a night that is dark, and hot, and filled with the chirping of insects.


The trailer quiets. My pizza slice has left a German shepherd–shaped grease stain on its paper plate. There’s no denying that strange things happen in the state of Texas. I tack the dog/pizza plate up on my CO’s corkboard. He’s an animal lover. He also enjoys Italian foods. Always thinking toward promotion, yes I am.


I shove back out into the evening, hopping wharves over to the tanker.


“Permission to board?”


The ocean’s dark as crude. No moon.


The reply sounds like “Permission granted, dork.”


Tankerman’s alone on deck. He’s got a red kerchief tied round his neck and it suits him. A red neck. I’ve never seen this guy before, but it’s simple: we don’t like them; they don’t like us.


I hear the ping and rattle of her hull getting charged. Dockman fills her. Pipes and pumps. She gurgles with gasoline. I try not to think of the girl I can’t stop thinking of.


A full inspection takes two hours going by CFR standards. I start with the voids. My back’s to the bulkhead and there’s a planet’s worth of ocean just outside, licking against the tanker, saying, Don’t mind me. Nothing happening here. Nothing except the metric tons of storm and riptide and killer sharks that the ocean runs with. I check the welds for corrosion, fingering their lumpy seams. I don’t like sharks. I check the pumps for leaks. Mostly, I don’t even like the ocean. I check the emergency shutdown systems, listening to the ship, ticking off items on my checklist.


Is it dark inside her?


Check.


Is it scary?


It is.


Do I like it here?


I love it.


I think of the girl.


Check.


Six months ago she pulled a ten-dollar bill from her schoolbag as if she were going to pay me for services rendered. Her underwear rode up to cover her belly button. My boxers were the color of a Band-Aid. She’d stretched the bill between her hands like a proclamation. Sitting back down on my knee, she’d said, “He’s so cute, isn’t he?”
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