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Calamity



As a social calamity dismantled the United States, our richest citizens, the top tenth of one percent, purchased and seized massive quantities of every imaginable commodity, trainload after trainload of fuel oil and pharmaceuticals, generators and gin, coffee and clothes…and sugar and flour and spices, herds of cattle and flocks of chickens, armaments and munitions, sufficient for the rest of their lives and their children’s lives and their children’s children’s lives. That was the goal: enough for three generations.

Then, to guard what they had amassed, the very rich hired private armies and made deals with generals to gain the protection of troops. But not Marines. Early in the calamity, when negotiators for the wealthy arrived at Camp Lejeune in North Carolina, coveting those 156,000 acres as sanctuary and storehouse and potential golf courses for the very rich, they were met by hand-lettered signs hung everywhere: DEVIL DOGS NOT FOR SALE.

The top tenth of one percent of our wealthiest Americans needed defensible places to live while they (and their children and grandchildren) fed off what they had pillaged. Across America, they moved onto army bases and airfields. They took over vast cattle ranches in Texas and Montana, and they settled in gated communities throughout the Southwest. In New York, billionaires made a fortress of Montauk at the end of Long Island.

The Hamptons were too sprawling to defend but Montauk was on a narrow peninsula that could be plugged at any number of places, a half-mile bottleneck between Napeague Harbor and the Atlantic Ocean, for example, where you could pile burned-out buses and stretch razor wire and position rapid-fire weapons to keep at bay the starving mad million hordes to the west.

The Montauk rich hired the U.S. Navy to guard against oil-barrel rafts overcrowded with desperate families, to halt these craft before they could land and then tow them into the open arms of the sea where the sacrament of starvation could be completed in privacy.

Supplementing the navy, fishing captains signed on to patrol Montauk’s long and varied coast. One of those captains was known as Boat, a family nickname given to him when boat was the first word he spoke as a baby. He was a big slab of a man with massive forearms covered in thick blond hair, arms powerful enough to unbend horseshoes. Inarticulate with the spoken word, Boat sang sonnets to diesel engines and spoke in rhymed couplets to the sea. Back before the calamity, he had converted the diesel engines in his beautiful red boat to run on used vegetable oil that he collected from restaurants. He had made his vessel sufficiently seaworthy to sail anywhere in the world. She too was called Boat, a name in white cursive, reversed out of vivid red, written in his fine hand on prow and transom. Back in the day, tourists thought it was wonderfully whimsical for someone to name a boat Boat but the locals were pretty sure Boat didn’t have much of the whimsy in him.

This dawn he’s departing Montauk, trying to explain the decision to his first mate, trying to apologize for leaving him without a job.

The first mate says don’t worry about me, plenty of vessels looking for hands—but why is it you’re going, we got it cushy here.

As if to answer, Boat looks up at geese V-ing across a morning moon.

You’re going south? the mate asks.

…how to explain this, Boat had been feeling something pull on him that must be like what those geese feel, a kind of migratory tug-tug that won’t leave you alone, asleep or awake.

Then he startled both himself and the mate by saying, I’m looking for the king.

Boat was unaware these words were inside of him until he, along with the first mate, heard them spoken aloud.

Praise Jesus, the mate said.

No, it wasn’t a heavenly king tugging Boat to sea—it was the prospect of an American king.

While abed in Fortress Montauk, the very rich awaken from a recurring dream, of glass breaking, of bare feet padding hard and fast across imported tile, of midnight and machete and the stench of the very poor standing over your bed.
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How did I meet him? That’s what everyone wants to know. You come here white-eyed and open-booked, pens poised, needles to prick memories, pretending interest in an old woman when I know what you think of me, living relic whose value lies in the fact that I happened to be there, before the king was king.

I met him at the White House. Actually, at the fence surrounding the White House, he was hanging dead politicians by their ankles, turning their faces toward the fence. “I hang them the way they spoke their words,” he told us. “Upside down and backwards.” We cheered him and knew without stained fingers that this was our American king. But if you don’t mind, before you ask the next two inevitable questions, because there are three questions everyone asks, first I want to tell you about John. My John. I realize he’s famous in the history books, but the history books don’t know him the way I did.

It was John, my John, who took me to see the king, who discovered the king, who made the man a king, John who talked rivers in which I bathed most of my life—rivers deep and fast you can barely follow the flow, or rivers Everglades slow, over topics you can’t see the bottom of, cutting deep into a subject’s bedrock, John smart articulate well-read wise enough to float coal barges on what he knows, maddening never boring, always talking, always knowing, while I listened and listened and inner-tubed down that half-century river, eyes closed, my bottom wet, head back, trailing a hand in the watershed of words John spoke.

I’ll start the story with John and me in a tree. Oh, yes, scribble, scribble. You don’t get many of these remembrances of the calamity that start with people in a tree, do you? We were in a tree in our own suburban backyard and John’s river is choked sewage and invective pouring down on a terrible pig. No, not Canadian, this was years and years before we realized Canada was our true enemy. It might be better if you just let me tell it.

John named the pig a corpse eater. “Mud wallower. Disease carrier. You ruined Eden! Satan! Snake! Wormer, garbage grubber, walking disposal unit. Titan of trichinosis and tuberculosis! Get out! Away! Leave us, damn you, leave us!” John went on.

And the pig grunts rapidly as if toward a nasty ejaculation. It was ugly with open wounds and black bristles, a source of stench, equal parts death and shit, drifting contamination up through the limbs of this tree, which John and I love, our backyard tree, Mother Oak we named it years ago.

Pig is four of me. More than three hundred pounds, six feet long, tusks dirty and broken, nose muddy, and eyes, yes, pig-like in their pigginess. I cover my nose with one hand, the other holding tightly to Mother Oak, as I look out at what’s left of suburbia. Before the calamity I would’ve heard children on a day like this, softly warm and windless, and if I had smelled pig I would’ve smelled pig grilling on a grill is how I would’ve smelled pig on a day like this, softly warm and windless. And even now, even in my starved condition, I would take comfort in this day’s blessing if not for the pig consuming every morsel of my attention. I believe heart and soul he is intent upon eating John and me.

Bizarre to see such a creature, huge ugly tusked, in our suburban backyard but then again the world by that time had lost its old realities, leaving us strange new fantasies, the bad ones, being eaten by pigs, and hopeful ones of heroes, warriors on stallions, I wait for him to come rescue me.

“Why won’t he look up?” I ask John as I drape myself belly down along a limb leopard-like looking toward the ground at pig whose head is without benefit of neck.

“He can’t look up,” John says. “He’s built like a shark, a big body with a mouth in front. Shark and pig, mindless machines for consumption, mascots for America. Rip open a swimming shark’s belly and it will turn to eat in a happy frenzy its own unspooling intestines. Capitalist! Corner a pig in a trap, stab it, provoke it, no matter what, the pig will turn from his torment to eat a handful of corn thrown through the wire. Consumer!”

If I could’ve laughed I would’ve—John the old-time radical Commie red-diaper socialist liberal professor. Irish to boot.

I tell him I cannot stay in this tree much longer, there’s no meat on me. The rough bark chafes paper skin, bruises my bones, hurts so bad…not that I blame Mother Oak, for which, an hour ago, I was grateful her limbs grew close to the ground because when pig made its terrible appearance I was too weak to climb anything ambitious. But now Mother is bruising my bones with hardwood and I want down. “I want down.”

“That pig will kill you and eat you.”

I say something about the irony.

“What?”

“The irony, John—of me starving to death, then to be killed for food.”

“You’re not starving to death, Mary.”

John says the most astonishing things. I remind him, “There’s nothing left of me.”

“A million years of evolution designed us to be hungry. It’s more natural to be hungry than it is to be full. The last fifty, sixty years of America, before the calamity, that was a historical aberration, for us to be fat.”

“I wasn’t fat.”

“More’s the pity.”

Which is true. If I had been fat to start, I’d be in better shape now. “Where did this pig come from? John, we live in suburbia for crying out loud.”

“That forest preserve we were so proud of, a mile away, four hundred acres of nature intertwined throughout these freaking tract houses, that’s pig’s heaven.”

These aren’t tract houses. They’re practically mansions. At least when compared to the bathtub-in-the-kitchen flats where John and I lived over the years.

“Horrible houses,” he says, looking around our neighborhood from the vantage of Mother Oak. He’s always hated living here. John said suburbia undermined his credentials as a poet. Me, I liked living in a nice house. “Horrible, soulless, vacuous houses,” he goes on.

“You live in one,” I remind him.

“More’s the pity.”

John and I couldn’t afford to live here on our own, we got to suburbia by way of the university’s policy on mixed-income housing.

“But, John, where does a wild pig come from in the first place, to get to the forest preserve and then here in our own backyard?”

John’s river follows the pull of this question’s gravity, John sitting upright on his private limb, one row higher than mine, bracing back against Mother’s trunk, the better to talk the river through gates I have opened, generous me, wife, ready to raft.

John tells me that no large animal in the world is better situated than the pig for rapid reproduction and adaptability, five million were feral in the United States at the time of the calamity. John tells me that pigs destroy everything, anything on the ground, they eat turtle eggs and quail eggs and Bambi fawns that don’t scamper away quickly enough and salamanders, shrews, voles, moles. “They are master rooters, nose diggers.” John even knew the name of their nose bone, the nasal sesamoid, and he told me some of the many diseases pigs are heir to, scabies and lice and ticks and liver flukes, worms of the kidneys and worms of the lungs, tapeworms, rabies…

John not only remembers every fact and theory he has ever read or been told but he connects each with others in his vast library of memory so that living with John and listening to his river is like having the knowledge of the world on open tap. I love listening to the rivers John talks, truly I do, but people don’t believe I do. Women friends at the university and our neighbors here on the cul-de-sac privately ask me if I don’t want to throttle him sometimes just to get him to shut up. They don’t understand. I am by inclination and long years a student, a listener. I was John’s student when he seduced me, more with words than hand or sword, John speaking a seduction river that floated orchids. How many poems did that man recite and write for me, a thousand more than that. For a student of words, to be seduced by John’s river of talk was to drown in, drenched and quenched by, love.

“Look at that terrible pig!” John shouts down at the ground.

It has shat and turns now to root through its own debris.

I close my eyes and wish the world was nice again, the way it was when we moved to suburbia and nice young white people with nice white smiles added caramel to my latte and I wore cashmere.

“Disease carriers, rabies incubators, full of muscle worms, unclean meat, on this Jew and Muslim agree, a meat it is said that most resembles in texture and taste our own sweet flesh.”

I cover my face with both hands and balance on my thin ass and can’t bear any more talk of flesh eating. Not because I am squeamish but because it makes me hungry. I am quite literally starving to death. Neither one of us has eaten regularly in a long time, we’ve had very nearly nothing this whole past month, but John started out overweight, a hedge fund against starvation.

That morning we ate grass. John said when the Irish died in An Gorta Mor, The Great Hunger, children were buried with green-stained mouths, you couldn’t get the wee bastards to stop eating grass—they watched the animals grazing, didn’t they now?

Friends of mine enviably thin before the calamity, sizes one and two and looking great in little black dresses, thin-necked and walnut cheek-boned, they’re all long dead by this time, starved to death, no reserves.

“John, why do people who are starving get bellies that pooch out?”

“You’re not starving.”

John’s in denial because without me his river would dry up.

“Fluid accumulation,” he says. “Dropsy it used to be called. The cellular mechanism that pumps fluid out for eventual elimination, that mechanism weakens with advanced or chronic starvation. Fluid accumulates, especially in the abdomen.”

“When Connie was down to nothing, she said, ‘I can’t believe I still have a belly.’ ” I’m referring to a woman who worked with me at the university.

John says, “She kept asking men to encircle her arm with a finger and thumb like it was something to be proud of.”

“She struggled with weight all her life.”

“Not anymore.”

“You don’t know how it is to struggle with weight. You never struggled, you just gave up and got fat.”

He laughs. “You can never be too fat.” In the calamity, these words have become truth. “Every pound of fat is worth thirty-five-hundred calories, equivalent storage to thirty pounds of fish or almost two hundred pounds of carrots.” He pats his now-nonexistent gut. “I was carrying a little Kroger’s, I was. Look! Damn thing’s eating all the acorns.”

Our acorns. The reason the pig almost caught us, John and I were down on all fours, distracted from eating grass by gathering acorns. You can make flour from acorns if you soak out the tannic acid. Why hadn’t we thought of this before? Because, prior to the calamity, food meant grocery stores and cans in the cupboard, dinner parties and drives to restaurants, it had nothing to do with little brown things lying on the ground under a white oak tree.

I tell him, “I had my heart set on acorns for dinner.”

John laughs and I wonder how can a man in his condition laugh, it’s the goddamn Irish in him.

I say, “You wake up next to me some morning I’m dead, then it won’t be so funny.”

Let me ask you a question. Have you interviewed people and asked them if anything strange happened, back when they were starving to death, anything strange happen to them first thing in the morning, at the very moment of awakening? Because I awoke every morning back then with my mouth chewing imaginary foods that had starred in my dreams—and I wonder if that was a common experience of people who went through America’s own Gorta Mor.

Back in the tree, John promises he’s not going to let me die.

“How’re you going to prevent it?”

“Need be, I will slice chunks of my thighs and cook them for you, if it comes to that.”

“It’s come to it. Start cutting, start cooking.”

“First we got to get rid of this pig so we can get down.” He shouts at it, breaks off a little switch, strips leaves and throws everything to the ground floating like confetti to no effect on the terrible thing below.

John said, “When passenger pigeons darkened American skies by the multibillion and roosted in such numbers that tree limbs broke, pigeons as voracious as hogs, pigeons that wouldn’t stop eating even when they were full, too full to fly, and hog farmers would go into the woods and cut down the trees, the pigeons too fat to waddle away, landing on the ground and sometimes bursting they were so full, hogs scrambling to eat the adults, feathers and all, but prizing the little squabs, morsels to be snuffled up barely tasted—”

“John, why do you torture me with talk of food?”

“I don’t sleep anymore, Mary. I watch out the window at night and see things.”

“I see them too.”

“It’s the hallucinations that come from starving.”

“I thought we weren’t starving, is what you said, John.”

“I’m searching for someone,” he tells me. “I’m on a vision quest.”

John says this because I’m Lakota, teaching Native American studies at the university. But I don’t admit to being Indian anymore. John says I should tell people I’m Israeli.

Diarrhea cramps my guts like how childbirth must feel, though I haven’t had children and can’t make the comparison with any authenticity. But I know this, that what I felt in that tree hurt like hell and threatens to double me over and drop me to the ground.

“What is it?” John asks.

“The diarrhea.”

“From that grass. Go ahead and go.”

I’m at a loss.

“Mary, nothing you do disgusts me.”

“I disgust myself.” How ugly the world has become. I remember when I had nice things about me, a nice white porcelain toilet in a nicely painted room, paper soft and a spray of sea breeze in a can, and, most important of all, the ability granted to me to flush all my nastiness away.

John and I often rank what we missed most from life before the calamity. Somewhere in the top five are flush toilets, along with the foods we loved, coffee, staying warm, and alcohol.

“Diarrhea will kill you faster than almost anything,” John tells me.

“Not as fast as slipping off this limb to drop down there.” I make a move as if to do it, causing John to catch his breath.

For a moment he thinks I will indeed commit suicide, terror on John’s face, and I feel a flush of guilt for having provoked him. I tell him, “I’ll drop down on the swine. Break its back. Then you can climb down and cut off a piece of pig and then neither one of us will starve to death. Barbecue.” I speak the word with reverence.

“A barbecue sandwich would give me the strength and the inclination to make love to you,” my husband declares.

I snort. In the ravages of this calamity, John stays soft, I remain dry.

“Do you realize we’re back where we began, Mary? Chased up a tree by a predator intent upon eating us, that’s what our ancestors were doing a million years ago. There was a long run of progress, telegraph, telephone, television, Internet, space travel, the electric guitar and five-dollar lattes…but now here we are, starving, bug-eyed, and chased up a tree by something that wants to eat us. Full circle. Who would’ve thought?”

“John, I can’t sit on this limb much longer.”

“Get to your feet.”

“I can’t.”

He hollers down at that terrible pig, “Ham I am!”

I am weary. I have no blanket and will be cold the whole night through. Our chiefs are dead. Our old men are dead. The people are cold and hungry and they have no blankets.

“John, do you remember those beautiful wool blankets we had, the Chief Joseph robes?”

“Of course.”

“We should’ve kept one.”

This is mainly what we do when we have time, when we’re not consumed with the task of staying alive, such as we were earlier, eating grass and collecting acorns and then climbing Mother Oak when pig threatened. When we have time, mainly what we do, we remember all the things we possessed once upon a time.

John says, “If we’d kept blankets, the terrible Patagonians would’ve had an excuse for ransacking our house. The blankets would’ve been stolen. And if we had tried to keep those blankets, tried to hide them, we would’ve been killed. Only by having nothing,” he reminds me, “do we continue to survive.”

In the beginning of this calamity, people all around us were getting beaten and killed for the things they had, head bashed in for a sturdy pair of shoes, throat slit for a can of Campbell’s turkey noodle soup hidden under a couch—and the more you had, the more danger you attracted. The first became last.

And yet people wouldn’t, couldn’t, give up their things. When we were first forced out of our houses, families wandered around pulling wheeled suitcases—big ones for daddy and mommy, smaller ones for the kiddies. Full of what? Cans of food, lotions, clean underwear, medicine, books, electronic games and extra batteries. Marauders took what they wanted from these rolling stockpiles and killed anyone who tried to stop them. Even after watching families murdered for their wheeled suitcases, the people still couldn’t give up their stuff—packing it in pregnant backpacks, stuffing their pockets, and then still getting robbed and beaten for the things they owned.

John’s solution, brilliantly counterintuitive, was to discard or give away everything: canteen, flashlight, cans of food, assorted knives, tarps for sleeping on and tenting under, aspirin, disinfectant, coats, blankets, gloves. By divesting ourselves of anything anyone else wanted, no longer were we of interest to thugs and marauders and the great unwashed displaced persons who stumbled across America like so many million undead. We had nothing for none of them and, in our utterly deprived state, we found safety.

“Twenty-one, twelve, twenty-one,” I tell John.

“Stand up,” he replies. “Your legs are going numb and you’ll drop off that limb whereupon the pig will gobble you up. What did you mean, ‘twenty-one, twelve, twenty-one’?”

“I was twenty-one when you seduced me. You were, are, twelve years older than I am. And now we’ve been married twenty-one years. Twenty-one, twelve, twenty-one.”

“I love you,” he says softly.

Pig trots off like the self-important running late.

“Guess it got tired of waiting for me to fall,” I say.

“No,” John says, “ ’Twas love repelled the beast.”

We were both wrong, it was our neighbor, Tom.








2



Tom doesn’t get much credit in the history books, except for a footnote, being the one who started the business with the string. People don’t know he was haunted. I mean that in the sense of how a house is haunted, a tomb. Before the calamity, he was a retired army officer and a successful investor who loved his wife and doted on his twin daughters, age twelve when they died of starvation, limbs like sticks, each in her turn lying across his lap to die. After that, his wife wandered off and was taken we think by the terrible Patagonians, leaving Tom haunted. At night he talks to the ghosts of his wife and daughters and if you were to look up at his windows you could see the candle he carries through the rooms of his suburban mini-mansion.

On this particular day when John and I were chased up a tree by a pig, Tom stands for some time beneath Mother Oak.

“We’re up here,” John finally says.

“In a tree?” Tom replies without looking up. Like the rest of us, he is starving and muddled, has trouble making sense of the world.

“Tom, we’re right above you,” John says.

“Who?”

“Mary and me, the people who live here for chrissakes.”

“In a tree?”

“Oh, Tom, help me down,” I tell him.

“Are my daughters up there with you?”

“They’re not, Tom.”

Which is when he finally turns his haunted face and looks up.

Climbing down, John is careful the way he moves. In our condition, a broken bone is a death sentence. And death sentences fill our book—drink the wrong water, get the diarrhea, suffer an infected cut. “The pig treed us. You saw the pig?”

Tom says no, he didn’t see no pig.

“It left right when you got here,” John says.

“Left right?” Tom asks.

John is trying to hold on with one hand and help me out of the tree with the other. “It was a terrible pig.”

“They come out at night and feed,” Tom says as he comes over to lower me to the ground.

I’m embarrassed to have his hands on me, I am of such a smell and my skin flakes off onto everything, I have mouth sores, and there’s so very little of me. Starvation has nothing on vanity. I think of Connie complaining about her stomach pooching out even as she lay dying.

While still holding me, Tom looks close into my eyes. Nothing stirs.

I am Indian, dark and slightly taller than my husband. My hair has thinned in this calamity, once it was thick as rope and black as something very black and was beautiful down all the length of my back. I had large dark eyes and a heavy mouth that men watched when I talked, they watched my mouth as much as they watched my breasts. I have nothing now that a man watches.

I should tell you something about hair, you youngsters who didn’t live through the calamity. When you’re starving it falls out and breaks your heart to look at a brush and see all that hair. My husband was losing his, too, the former ginger head, formerly thick and red. Fairly handsome he was, my John, a small-featured Irish man with blue eyes and a wicked expression. He stopped shaving during the calamity, so did I. Hair grew all over our bodies while falling out of our head.

Tom used to have thick brown hair that I admired, perhaps too openly. Once at a party, before the calamity, Tom followed me outside in the dark where I had gone to fetch lemons left on the picnic table and he caught up with me in the yard—near Mother Oak—and tried to kiss me, did kiss me, though I did not kiss him back. He put a hand on my left breast, hefting it gently, and told me he’d been in love with me ever since John and I moved to the neighborhood. He called me beautiful and held my left breast with his right hand in the most curious manner as if someone had asked him to hold a sleeping kitten.

In deference to his being drunk and a kind soul at heart, I didn’t laugh at him or cut him with my lemon knife, held in one hand behind my back, just in case, in fact I didn’t even ask that he unhand my sleeping breast. I just stood there and listened to him ramble, Tom saying John and I were the best things that ever happened to this neighborhood, an Irish poet professor and a beautiful Indian woman who could look at a man in ways that made that man feel like a king.

“Here’s the deal, neighbor,” I said, taking Tom’s arm to walk him back to the house that wonderful drunken evening before the calamity began and I remember the elaborate food and plentiful drink, how gentle the summer’s night with mosquitoes its only vexation. “When John and I got married, I gave him a Lakota blood pledge. I told John that no matter what happened, what he did to me, how I might fall out of love with him, in love with another, if he got sent away to prison or crippled in an accident or if his heart turned bitter and he treated me like dirt, or maybe nothing bad happened except we just grew bored with each other over the decades, or if we stayed deeply in love, whatever life might hold for us, I promised John that as long as we were both alive and married, I would never cheat on him. I might leave him, divorce him, marry someone else. I might cut him if he dishonored me because I admit to a fondness for blades. I might do many things. But while we were married, I would be true to him and only him and forever. I promised him that he never, ever had to give that particular aspect of marriage a thought. Because no matter what else might transpire between us, I would never cheat on him. I gave my husband the gift of fidelity. So Tom…not with you or with the Holy Ghost…not with no one except John will I ever sleep.”

By the time I finished, we were ready to go into the house and Tom was crying openly, drunkenly, telling me I was the most beautiful, honorable person in existence and how lucky John was to have married me and how fortunate he, Tom, was to know John and me both and all the other things an emotional drunk man would think to say.

We stepped into the kitchen, bright and hot with dinner’s scents, as John was making another round of drinks for guests laughing off in the living room. Seeing Tom’s wrecked condition, John said, “For the sake of a suffering Christ, have a whiskey, man!”

I said, “Tom loves us both and thinks we’re the most wonderful friends a person could ever be blessed to have.”

“Have a whiskey,” John again told Tom.

“Thank you,” Tom replied thinly, spilling whiskey to embrace John who said spilling whiskey was a sin.

I patted both of them on their shoulders.

Broad shoulders back then, not sharp and skeletal.

Now we’re in that same backyard where Tom kissed me. John and I are freshly down from Mother Oak when Tom points out the tracks marked across our grass by pig’s trotters.

“Yeah,” John replies. “I told you. A terrible pig chased us up the tree.”

“We should catch it and cook it.”

“I’ve been thinking about that.”

I tell them frankly, “Neither of you can catch no goddamn pig. You can barely stand upright.”

“We could build some kind of trap,” Tom says.

John murmurs agreement.

“Look what I got,” Tom says, pulling from his pocket a wind of white string.

“What in God’s name are you going to do with all that string you’re collecting?” John asks.

“I was out this morning scavenging but mostly I had to hide,” Tom told us. “Marauders, this time on bicycles. They had people with ropes around their necks, making them trot to keep up.”

“Terrible Patagonians,” John says.

“Do you have any food?” Tom asks.

A crazy question asked without irony and left unanswered, neither John nor I passing judgment on him for the madness in asking.

“I don’t sleep at night,” Tom says.

I suggest we should go in. “I’m freezing.”

In the living room, we three share a couch next to the dead fireplace. I suggest a fire.

The men say no, it would attract the wrong kind of attention.

I am weary of being cold. I think I hate being cold as much as I hate being hungry. “I’m hungry.”

John says, “I’ll go out in a minute and get those acorns.”

“They have to be soaked,” I tell him, “and then dried over a fire.”

“If you guys decide to do that,” Tom says, “I’ll help. You know, for a share.”

We’re all three nodding at what a grand idea it is to collect acorns, soak them, dry them over a fire, then grind them into flour and make hotcakes.

One of us suggests butter, which we don’t have.

Another mentions maple syrup, which we also don’t have.

Bacon from that terrible pig would go nice with those acorn hotcakes.

And coffee.

Hot steaming coffee with half-and-half.

And orange juice.

A banana.

Eggs scrambled with cheese and scallions and bits of that ham what am.

Biscuits.

We pleasure ourselves like that for some time, fantasies of food, and then it’s dark out and Tom’s gone and John and I are on the couch in this overly large house that is without light or heat or hope.

“What happened to Tom?” I ask.

“You fell asleep.”

“Build a fire, John.”

“Not a good idea.”

I don’t care, I truly don’t care. I’m cold and my teeth rattle. Did our human ancestors really exist like this, cold and hungry, for a million years?

Early on, John saved our lives with his realization that during our first experience living outside, we were more likely to die of hypothermia than of starvation or thirst. When a group of us broke into a Target store, the others rushed to grab food and drink, but John said we can go three weeks without food, more for those of us who are overweight, and several days without water, but we’ll die tonight, the very first night, if we can’t stay warm. He hoarded matches. He took Vaseline and cotton balls and made fire-starters. He grabbed extra sweaters for us and socks and wool hats. People thought he was crazy, it was only forty degrees outside, not the depths of winter. But they died that night and the next while we lived. They died well fed and well watered, they died like flies on a November windowsill while John and I snuggled in our extra clothing and next to our little fire that had been started with cotton balls soaked in Vaseline, a petroleum product.

When I beg again for a fire, he says we’re fine. “We’re inside. We’re dry.”

“Yonder’s that nice chair you broke up the other day, oh, John, look how its wood yearns to burn.”

“All right then.” He shuffles like an old man to the hearth.

I’m too tired and hungry to be actually happy but I do nod approval at this movement toward fire.

“When the Patagonians smell the smoke and come in the front door—”

I interrupt him by declaring that in exchange for fire I will gladly welcome the terrible Patagonians into our home. “Let them share the warmth.”

John snorts. “Easy to be brave huddling there on the couch. You see a Patagonian in real life, you shake like a leaf.” He’s got paper going and is putting on the first sticks, the rungs from that very nice oak chair his mother gave us.

“Tell me when it’s warm enough I can come over there.”

Before John can reply we hear someone at the front door. I can’t remember if we keep it locked or not.

Unlocked…because now that someone is coming down the front hall.

“I don’t care,” I tell John, who has his back to me and is still working on getting the fire going, apparently he doesn’t care either. “I don’t care if it is those terrible Patagonians.”

But it wasn’t them, it was Tom.

“You guys are building a fire,” he observes in a careful voice, fearful of being wrong about this. “Are we eating acorns?”

“The pig’s back in the yard,” John says, adding more sticks to the fire, which is now sufficient for me to feel face-warm from where I sit. It’s a good fire. I have on a pair of cheap polyester pants, an old shirt, and a cotton sweater full of holes. Our coats were taken from us and we long ago gave away our blankets.

John and Tom are talking in front of the fire, blocking its heat.

“Move!” I tell them.

They make way and I come to sit on the bricks in front of the fire. This is heaven. “What’re you two talking about?” I think they talk about me, about eating me after I die—because surely I’m the next to go, just look how little there is of me.

“It’s Kyle,” Tom says.

“Has he died?” I ask. Kyle Henderson lives down the street and lost his whole family, wife and daughter and son, back when the weather first turned cold. Except they didn’t starve or die of hypothermia, they got raped and killed right in front of Henderson’s eyes and he kept the bodies, wouldn’t bury them or put them out for the scavengers. Rumor has it, the bodies are in Henderson’s basement still. Rumor has terrible things to say about Henderson and the bodies of his family.

Tom and John are still talking, whispering to keep something from me.

“What is it?” I demand like the starving shrew I’ve become.

“Henderson has invited us to dinner tomorrow night,” John finally tells me.

“How can that be?”

“We don’t know.”

“If he has food to give,” I say, “then I say give it to us now.”

“He’s asked us over for dinner tomorrow night, the three of us.”

“Dinner?” I repeat. Food was serious, but a dinner invitation was a ridiculous proposition. “Does he have food or not?”

“We don’t know.”

I move to the couch and, as the fire goes out, drift to a troubled sleep.

At some point in that night, I hear voices in the next room, in the kitchen where Tom and John conspire as to my hocks and loins while blades get sharpened, I can hear the scrape of steel against stone and I understand now, Henderson’s having me for dinner. I see Tom’s twin daughters sitting on the bricks by the cold fireplace, looking as beautiful as they did when they sat there several Christmases ago wearing red velvet dresses with red velvet bows in their soft blond hair…while I am here and I am now and I am freaking ugly and sparsely haired and cold and hungry. I wonder if the boys—Tom, John, Henderson—plan to boil me and, if so, will they please boil me alive so at least I can die warm.

I don’t have the strength to worry about it and finally sleep, dead.
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To awaken to a day, cold, hungry, alive and to find that, of the three, alive is hardest, is most like the stone, adamant.

Did you wake like that this morning, your life adamant? I know. I can’t seem to get out from under it either.
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I think if I find John dead on the kitchen floor, I might cut a strip from his droopy ass, this old man I’ve loved for twenty-one years, and skewer that John flank steak to a green stick, threading Mother’s sharpened finger through softened flesh, and barbecue him over an open fire I’ll make in defiance of Patagonia. Wouldn’t I be honoring him by eating his flesh, like he was Christ and I, supplicant? Like he was Ruth’s Chris and I, hungry? This is the argument I’ll use against whatever part of my mind wants to argue the point as my little finger knife cuts a V-section of John, starting from waist down left buttock, ending in upper thigh, a good pound of John, uncooked weight.

“Oh there you are,” John says as I see him walking around all upright and unbroiled.

“I’m hungry.”

“Ah,” he says. “There’s that.”

We stand awhile, dumb. I notice John looking at me.

“What?” I ask. I saw a mirror the other day and I know the answer, that I have become a crone, eyes sunken and skin dark in streaks across my ghastly face.

“How can this be happening to people in America?” he asks. “In suburbia for chrissakes, starving to death, college-educated white people.”

“I’m Lakota, John.”

“But in America.”

I tell him, “I wish I had a hot dog and a slice of apple pie, that’s how goddamn American I feel.”

He stares wide-eyed. “I dreamt the other night of what I’m searching for, a king. A king who will lead us out of calamity.”

“John, Americans don’t believe in kings.”

“You mean, like unicorns?”

“You’re talking crazy.” Then I remember something I dreamt, that Tom said last night Henderson was feeding us dinner. I tell John of this crazy thing I dreamt and he says, casual like dinner was a daily thing, he says, oh, no, that was no dream, Tom really did say it, that Henderson really has invited us to dinner tonight. So I’m all, like, oh my God we’re going to eat.

John says he’s not so sure. “We think Henderson’s playing a joke, toying with us, getting back for the way we made fun of him over the years.”

“We?”

“Well, Tom and I.”

“Exactly. Tom and you. Not me. I’ll go alone and bring you a doggie bag.”

“Bring me a fricking dog, I could eat the Lamb of God.”

“And this from a Catholic.”

“Lapsed.”

“John, please. I see you secretly crossing yourself all the time.”

“Anyway, Tom and I think Henderson is playing a joke on us and there will be no dinner.”

“No dinner tonight?”

“No, none.”

“I’m thirsty,” I say, looking around as if I expected water to appear magically, out of a tap or something.

My husband scarecrows to a granite counter and pours me out a glass from a plastic gallon jug.

I smell the water, it smells of minerals. “Where’d this come from?”

“The Littons’ water heater.”

I drink down half a glass of the Littons’ water, which I can feel sloshing in my shrunken stomach.

The Littons lived a few doors down, they disappeared weeks ago. We don’t know what happened to them. A lot of people just walk off, figuring there’s got to be something better somewhere else. John and I have talked many times of joining a migration. But there’s chaos out there in the calamitous world, divided as it is between Nice People who follow the old laws and hope for the best and the Takers who have armed themselves and steal whatever they want from Nice People. Gangs abound. Patagonians everywhere. Three million felons have been released from prisons.

That’s something the history books don’t cover, the decision some states made to keep their prisons locked down, to starve thousands of inmates in their cells, drinking water from toilets, eating one another raw, until, finally, mad, starving, dying. Or was it a better decision that other states made, to unlock those felonious millions, those murderous thousands, tattooed and weight-trained, penned up long enough for even the formerly normal among them to become sociopaths, mad at the world, released upon that world to prey upon us sheep? That’s why the history books don’t cover it, what’s the right answer?

“I broke into their house yesterday,” John tells me, speaking of the Littons. “They never tapped their water heater so there’s another forty gallons for us.”

“I guess they weren’t around when Randall explained how to tap the hot water heater. I wonder what happened to him.”

“Randall?”

“Yeah, there’s another one you and Tom made fun of when he was trying to help.”

“Brought those pigeons over.”

“We wouldn’t turn our noses up at pigeons now, would we?”

“No, Mary, we wouldn’t, not now we wouldn’t.”

We grow quiet as time passes. I don’t know how much, where it comes from, where it goes, I am starving to death and my limbs are sticks and I walk stiffly. I think I remember John talking again of an American king. I remember asking about Henderson and dinner.

John sits at the table. His eyes bulge even as the cavities around those eyes are sunken and the skin around those sunken eyes has darkened. Had his starvation begun abruptly, overnight? Or have I lost days, weeks?

“John? Are we starving to death?”

“It’s come to that, yes, probably, I don’t know. One day without food, that’s not even worth the mention. Your liver releases glycogen, from which glucose is produced and Bob’s your uncle. Glucose is the brain’s preferred food, of course. But after the liver’s supply is gone, fat and muscle have to be metabolized. It’s all an efficient process, fine-tuned over a million years of evolution. We’re born hungry, Mary. We evolved hungry. We can do a month without much food. Cases have been documented of people going more than a year without food, without a single morsel of food…fat people, I grant you, but all the same—”

I ask John where this river is going…is this a pep talk…pepper talk…peppercorn steak…but riddle me this, John, how long am I going to live without eating, because I didn’t start out fat, John knows that, and my glycogen is long gone, what little fat I had, gone, most of my muscle. “I’m not an angel, John, changing colors on the power of prayer.”

“I think someone’s out there…waiting for us.”

I look at the window.

“I want to go into the District and find a king, our American king.”

“You know what I want, John, I want fried chicken.”

“Hunger’s always been the province of the poor, our burden to bear, our weapon to wield. Gandhi! Bobby Sands, sixty-six days, the poor sod.”

I catch John once again surreptitiously crossing himself, the old fraud. Slinking back to the Church in your final days, suffering Christ, for this we pray…a little communion bread, some protein next time, you poor crucified sod.

“Just as starvation scours the arteries clean, this calamity is scouring America.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, John—”

“We should walk to the White House, see who’s in charge.”

“You’re a crazy man. The District is full of Patagonians!”

“You don’t know that. Let’s walk into the District.”

“People said—”

“Mary, listen to me. I was up all night and it came to me. We have to go to the White House. He’s there. The one who will lead us out of this calamity.”

“The president?”

“No, Mary, a king.”

“You’re mad.”

“I think we should—”

“You know what I think we should do, John, we should accept Henderson’s dinner invitation.”

We sat at the table, I had finished my water. The kitchen was easing toward dark, I heard a faint humming-ringing in my ears. Had the day gone? What else had happened besides drinking a glass of water that John had drained from the Littons’ hot water heater? What else had happened during an entire day? We live in a dream world, which must be why John talks of kings. If our ancient ancestors lived like this, no wonder they thought up God. But this current drift through a world of delusions and dreams could be ended by a plate of macaroni and cheese. So I say again. “Let’s go to Henderson’s house and see if he’ll feed us for real.”

“It’s a trick.”

“What kind of trick?”

“Some kind of trick he’ll pull because of the way we tormented him.”

“I didn’t torment him, it was you and Tom.”

“You laughed at the Henderson jokes we told.”

“You know what I think, I think on the off chance that Henderson is serious about feeding us dinner, let’s go see, is what I think.”

“It’ll be a trick. He’ll cut out pictures of roast turkey and show us the pictures, prop them on our plates. Ha, ha.”

“I know what you’re really afraid of, what he’ll be serving us…not roast turkey.”

“Tom is nodding, he agrees with me.”

“How do you know Tom agrees with you, John…are you having another vision, like your vision of a king at the White House?”

“No, Tom’s standing there in the doorway and he’s nodding.”

I turn to see Tom haunting our kitchen with his bent thin height.

“It’s a trick,” he says. “To get back at us for making fun of him.”

John says, “We should walk into the District, I think our king is there.”

Tom points out what I pointed out, America doesn’t have a king.

John says, “I dreamt America had a king.”

I say, “Let’s go to dinner at Henderson’s.”

“It’ll be a trick,” Tom says. “If he serves meat, you know what it’ll be.”

There had been rumors ever since his family had been killed.

Nonetheless, John finally says, “Nonetheless, let’s go.”

I wondered if I should bring something, a gift…and then I have an imaginary conversation with Henderson’s dead wife, asking her, Anything I can bring, honey?, and she says, Just your appetite.

This is wrong, Tom says…as he follows us out the door and into the dark cul-de-sac.

In the night, cold, I try to smell what might be for dinner. It takes us forever to get down the block. We walk funny.
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