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Introduction


  Theodore C. Van Alst Jr.


  MAYBE IT’S BECAUSE my favorite house in town always turns out to be owned by the morticians. Maybe it’s because I enjoy imagining the look on the face of someone who forgot they ate asparagus for dinner and goes to the bathroom; that cocked eye happens a lot when you read these stories. This then is to be a selection, a collection, a primer on the work of an author who’s been doing twenty-first century since he started to write, since he first published back in the ’90s, to be sure. He headed out quick on the Fast Red Road and hasn’t looked back since.


  I started reading the work of Stephen Graham Jones (according to the digital receipts) back in 2010. Probably late to the game for some, I nevertheless moved through the novels and shorts continuously fascinated. Not just fascinated with the inventiveness that I hadn’t seen since early Clive Barker, but fascinated with the compelling fearlessness of a writer who’s none too worried about any generation’s reception of his work, never mind the contemporary reader. Over and over again, I felt that visceral shudder brought on by hearing, say, the creepy Dwight Yoakam version of “Wichita Lineman,” the same song that was your accompaniment the time you ate a vending machine sausage biscuit in a bus station somewhere in Texas just south of the Red River while the rain sheeted down outside, feeding the humidity, and you felt the fuzziness on your face after a twenty-four-hour bus ride from Arizona. Like that. But better. Like this:


  I followed him that day, and kept following, through all the shit, the rolled-over cars and beer bottles to the back of the head and fires we didn’t know anything about and the walking back to town at four in the morning, the northern lights so hard and pink we even had watery shadows on the asphalt once. It made us feel like ghosts after about a quarter mile of it, and we started walking on the grass instead.


  They were the same though, our shadows. And I remember thinking that they maybe weren’t going to be. Because, the way the old people looked at Doby, it was like he was different, like he was a deer who’d just walked into the IGA, and didn’t really know he was a deer yet, that none of this was for him. (Ledfeather, 22)


  I’ve got to say here that when I read Stephen Graham Jones, one of the joys for me—I don’t know how he’s done this—is that finally, finally, when I read these stories, unless I’m told otherwise, all of the characters are Indian. But best of all, very best of all, they’re incidentally Indian. It would be easy to say Jones points down the road to being Indian in the twenty-first century, but I suspect he’s just pointing down the road to being in the twenty-first century. It would be even easier to posit a linkage from one Blackfeet (and Gros Ventre) writer to another (the late James Welch), someone with whom Jones shares an affinity for the experimental, the irruptional, the procedural, and the vital, as well as true winter in the blood (read the exterior scenes of Demon Theory for more on deep, relentless snow, greyest of grey skies, and the utter acoustic isolation of nothing but your own slow-moving fluids in your ears), but there’s more here. From a writer who we’re told in an Los Angeles Review of Books piece is “proud of his Blackfoot heritage, [but] has no desire to be classified as a Native American writer,” we receive one of the most important contributions to contemporary Native literature* (whatever that category might be at this moment, just as whatever it was when Welch first began writing) we could hope for—the zero specificity of naturally Native characters. Of course they’re Native (except most of the Final Girls. That’s just something else, chalked up to the power of film. And maybe the Depeche Mode reference. At any rate, while it’s a whole ’nother story, it’s a story to which you’ll nonetheless receive an introduction—The Fast Red Road excerpt, to be exact. The Last Final Girl is in a category [in addition to the UK online journal This Is Horror’s 2012 Novel of the Year] we’ll call “Long-Form Works of Jones’s I REALLY Hope You Will Read”). What else could they be to us, who else could they be to us, we who have literarily waited so long for . . . us.


  Amazing.


  Leah Larson’s aforementioned Los Angeles Review of Books write-up on Growing Up Dead in Texas continues: “Stephen Graham Jones does for this area [West Texas] what Faulkner did for northwestern Mississippi,” meaning, one supposes, that we had better take his writing seriously. That decision, though, is one best left, as it usually is, to the reader. Needless to say, even if you don’t know a thing about West Texas right now, you’ll be involuntarily wiping Odessan grit off your neck before you know it.


  Jones will do that to you. You’ll be reading along and you’ll find yourself in the middle of a story, not really remembering how you got there. And what kind of story is it, you’d like to know. Well, Jones will do that to you as well. His ability to move across boundaries will forever keep you on edge. It’s like some strange, truly independent cinema, where you’re forever going, “ah f——, what next?” You’ll see this for yourself in “Foreverafterword” (an incredibly rich offering that says far more in far better ways than I could), his sign-off for a project published by mixer, which had him write one issue in six different genres.


  So as we do in this age, we add folks on Facebook. We connect via social media. We talk, and even write, somehow. My first note to SGJ goes, “I just started It Came from Del Rio. With apologies, as I am about to not articulate this very well, the noir sense is palpable. Dodd feels like a shady but honest younger player in Touch of Evil. And it moves so quickly. Of all your other work, I’ve only read Demon Theory. Del Rio has your voice, if you had a second voice. Fascinating. I am inarticulate. Told ya. At any rate—thanks!” Stephen Graham Jones replies, “hey, thanks for reading. hope it’s decent. and, if I had to try to zero my one true voice it’d probably be The Long Trial of Nolan Dugatti. b/c I wrote it in 72hrs, I had no time to disguise.” I hope I’m not giving anything away there, Prof. Jones, but yeah. I thought these fine folks might like to know.


  Net of it, I meet this extraordinarily generous person online, and we correspond, as they would say in the old days. Suggestions and investigations lead me to read fifteen of his books—novels and short-story collections (and five more since then at the time of this writing)—along with dozens and dozens of uncollected short stories and countless book/film reviews and interviews. Well, when the writer you’re working with is this generous, that’s one thing, but when that writer is this prolific, well, that’s another thing entirely. That will get you the old yeah, oh, and by the way, here’s a new collection with forty-nine stories that I put together while you were figuring out the table of contents.


  “Cette supér.”


  More reading. More head-slamming, heart-shaking reading. Nice. I’m not gonna lie. It can be a bit distracting, but that’s a good, good thing.


  Finally, sitting here, putting this collection together, I say, “OK. I’ll put this one in right here.” I look it up for its source, go to the directory, find the file, yup, scroll to the title, and


  read


  the whole thing.


  Again.


  Because you can’t look away, get away, from these stories. So where do I stop? What sits this one out? What “stays in the picture?” Well, these do. The offerings for this volume are the smartest, bestest, illustrativest, revealingest ones I could actually settle on. I’ve worked to find stories of whole cloth that will leave you wanting more just as well as the excerpts do. Examining Jones’s work in detail is exhausting and rewarding—here is an author who can wrench your gut with horror and humor, leave you wandering and wondering, and ultimately make you ask for more hours in the day. His raw tellings match your own while scouring your soul—you can manage to feel reborn and in need of a shower in one sitting. He is a writer’s writer, and he is a worker’s writer. The attention to detail in bars and restaurants, motels and truck stops, offices, city streets, and storage units all tell of someone who has been there. Effortless descriptions of the places inhabited by those who make them work lend an instant and indisputable authenticity. There is no doubt these stories carry the voices of the common women and men of city, country, and suburb, but they also carry other voices; voices that will continue to speak to you, probably during your next uncomfortable trip to a rest stop in the middle of nowhere, so there’s that to look forward to. And in finding the voice of this collection, I had some suggestions and plenty of help from the author himself, so there’s that too. What we can also concern ourselves with here is the depth and breadth of Jones’s work. We have love stories, sci-fi, games and gaming, noir voice, and YA. There is work here that falls under the realm of experimental and work that makes the shelves for folks in Native Lit (no footnote this time; I think we’ve covered that a bit). There is horror for us and about us, there is humor of all types, from the tragi-comic to the hilarious, both black-black and light-hearted, infused with nostalgia, hope, and dread. In Jones’s work we read our dreams, remember our nightmares, and imagine our futures. We can argue and discuss (because that’s part of the fun, yes?) Jones as a Native writer, a Blackfeet writer, a genre writer, an academic, or whatever we might like, I suppose, but we should remember in the end what matters. When Jones writes, whether it’s about working-class werewolves (Mongrels) or drive-through bathroom attendants (Flushboy), or as in this volume, love affairs that start in cereal aisles or roadside ditches, he has this humanizing style that makes you remember we’re all in this together, and that it is the details that matter—so you do that thing right along with his characters when he says, “I pulled my top lip in, tried to focus on her, relisten to what she was saying” (It Came from Del Rio, 12), or “And yes, I laughed then. That kind that’s just through your nose . . .” (The Long Trial of Nolan Dugatti, 7 ). As for Jones and genre itself? He says, “I really only write in one genre. It’s the same genre we all write in, I hope. It’s called ‘What I would like to read.’”[image: image] Short of it all, with the work so wide, these pieces are meant to start the reader on a journey to fill shelves. I’m pretty sure Jones has two more collections (at least) and “some” novels underway as I put this together.


  What do we have to look forward to so far from a writer who said, “And stories have to be more, have to actually do something”? What’s this collection about? What’s this collection of his stories doing? It’s a 12-gauge bird-shot bone mist of the splattergories that make up who we are. It’s the scatter-gunned road sign you’re squinting at through your cracked windshield, and it’s the ashy, angled sun at dusk that makes your eyes water.


  Trying to figure out where you’re going (and sort of) forgetting where you’ve been? Yeah. America’s headed along there with you, and Jones is gonna be your guide. And what might he want you to know? “If there’s ever a thesis to what I do, I suspect that’s it: everything matters. Especially the stuff you don’t want to.”


  Now pull on those boots. Tie off that mask, and stretch on those gloves.


  Let’s get started.


  NOTES


  * Let’s talk a minute about “Native American Literature.” I in no way believe “Native American Literature” is any sort of footnote (or endnote, for that matter, whatever the format we tell our stories in), but I’m using endnotes here as a way to illustrate how Jones’s writing has the ability to . . . infect . . . things. My own haunted, haunting reading of Demon Theory (a reading that I strongly urge you to undertake) has mutated my ardent love of the footnote/endnote, such that it oftentimes enters into my thinking process. This thinking in notes has led to writing in the same. I’ve posed this question of “What is Native literature?” in an earlier publication.[image: image]


  The actual first line of the piece is a question and attempted answer:


  What is American Indian literature and who is it for? One of Native America’s most prominent and important authors attempts to answer this question in part in an excerpt from Joelle Fraser’s Iowa Review interview:


  Sherman Alexie[image: image]: If it’s not tribal, if it’s not accessible to Indians, then how can it be Native American literature? I think about it all the time. Tonight I’ll look up from the reading and 95% of the people in the crowd will be white. There’s something wrong with my not reaching Indians.


  Joelle Fraser: But there’s the ratio of whites to Indians.


  Sherman Alexie: Yeah. But I factor that in and realize there still should be more Indians. I always think that. Generally speaking Indians don’t read books. It’s not a book culture. That’s why I’m trying to make movies. Indians go to movies; Indians own VCRs.℘


  Obviously Indians now own DVD players, too, and I think we know they read books as well. One of Sherman Alexie’s own accounts remarks on this fact in a very powerful way. Hold on a minute. I’ve got to get this link I saw the other day. Here it is: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8J0phviFfxM. Alexie (at 1:16 or so) is talking about meeting the young actors on the set of the film version of James Welch’s Winter in the Blood. He mentions teasing them and wondering if they knew who he was. He says, “I said [to them], ‘I made Smoke Signals,’ℵ and he [the young actor Yancy Hawley] goes ‘Yeah,’ and then he said, ‘Uh, you wrote True Diary,’ and I said ‘Yeah,’ and he goes, ‘My favorite book of all time,’ and that just kills me. I get so, you know . . .” and the next bit is just emotion from Alexie. And from us as viewers, too, you know? Native people do read books, but I think it’s likely that for many, if not all, the stakes have been raised. They want to read the books that respond to them, and that they respond to. Alexie’s work has had a big hand in pulling the stories up. Jones’s will bring Native readers (and everyone else) over that edge. Enjoy the ride, as they say.


  Moreover, as regards the persistent and unanswered (and hopefully in the end, complicated and unanswerable) question of “What is Native American literature?” I recently found a partial answer in Ulster. Let’s head to the Shankill Road (or “Auld Kirk Gate,” if you prefer) in Belfast. The entire wall of one of the housing units on the Protestant side of things is adorned with a mural that reads, “Nothing about us without us is for us.”


  Hmm.


  “Nothing about us without us is for us.”


  I think that’s true. And I also think Jones has made it about us. With us. And for us.


  But especially he’s made it for you. With you. About you.


  Enjoy, you.


  [image: image] In “Sherman Shoots Alexie: Working with and without Reservation(s) in The Business of Fancydancing” in Visualities: Perspectives on Contemporary American Indian Film and Art, ed. Denise K. Cummings (Michigan State University Press, 2011).


  [image: image] A question from a Buffalo Almanack (no. 3) interview (page 83) about a Sherman Alexie comment on Jones’s work nets us one possible answer to “What is Native American Literature?”:


  BA: Sherman Alexie has stated that he admires you for introducing a “whole new moral and aesthetic sense” to the Native American Literary canon. Though your status as a Blackfeet is prominent in novels such as Ledfeather and The Bird is Gone, it usually takes on a softer presence in your work. How do you manage to blend the seemingly opposing threads of personal identity and mainline pop culture citizenship with such success?


  SGJ: I just don’t think about it. If I did, I’m afraid everything would blow up on the page.[image: image] So, I just figure I’m Blackfeet, whatever I do’s going to be Blackfeet, and then try hard to write exactly the book I’d most like to read.”[image: image]


  [image: image] And in that line, “I’m afraid everything would blow up on the page,” Jones condenses the issue we might encounter when trying to categorize “Native American Literature”—that is, where does one even begin? As an author, trying to tell the stories, all of the stories, the stories that live and breathe and leap from your hand want to be on the page in their messy and incisive and living ways—what do you do? Do you leave it to the critics to decide what is “Native American Literature”? See? Just more questions. But in the interests of getting your money’s worth, I will give you a bit of advice in your reading of certain Jones works: Do not mistake the tenderness for the slasher as metaphor for the restoration of the “innocence” of Native America . . .


  [image: image] http://issuu.com/buffaloalmanack/docs/issue3/82


  ℘ Joelle Fraser, “Sherman Alexie’s Iowa Review Interview,” Modern American Poetry, July 20, 2004, http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/poets/a_f/alexie/fraser.htm.


  ℵ 1998’s Smoke Signals was a watershed moment in Native cinema, a Native-written (Alexie) and -directed (Chris Eyre) feature-length film that was a hopeful offering in the Hollywood system, whose success on a national level has yet to be repeated.


  [image: image] http://www.thenervousbreakdown.com/tnbfiction/2014/05/stephen-graham-jones-the-tnb-self-interview/.


  
PROLOGUE


  The Gospel According to Demon Theory*



  Stephen Graham Jones


  THE BEST PLACE to hide from an axe-wielding maniac is with your back pressed up against a wooden door you’re pretty sure is both solid and impenetrable. This is because that maniac who’s after you, his first strike with the axe will nearly always be from two to six inches from the left side of your face, thus allowing you both to know exactly where she or he is and thus escape into the next room, and getting the maniac’s axe caught in the door long enough for you to make that escape. As for why these maniacs strike the door to the left of your head instead of your right, there’s at least two theories.


  The first is that these maniacs—“slashers,” if you will—being singularly unimaginative enough to use the same weapon for murder after murder, must of course be left-brained: especially prone to the type of repetitive behavior that both sequels and franchises are built upon. And left-brained people (or, yes, zombies, or other assorted-but-driven shufflers), are of course right-handed. The immediate objection to this, of course, is that, even if we accept this, still—the maniac’s hitting the left side of the door, not the right, right? Correct. Except, as this illustration demonstrates, proper axe-swinging form is to lead with the left side of the body, thus giving the axe a greater range of travel—more momentum, deeper impact. What this suggests is that, yes, a right-handed axe maniac, if he or she is using proper form (and their proficiency with said weapon would suggest they are), will tend to strike the left side of the door more often than not, simply because she or he will be swinging the axe not in a perfect, vertical arc, as if chopping stovewood, but one angled to his or her right a few degrees, to allow for the low ceilings of most homes. So of course the terminus of that arc, that swing, it’ll be a few inches off-center, to the left. As for why the axe doesn’t appear angled when it penetrates the door, this of course is an acceptable continuity error, as it allows for stronger shot composition: were the head of the axe tilted away from your face—your back is still pressed up against the door, remember—then, when you looked to the side as the director’s already told you to, it would be unclear if you’re to look at the “top,” nearer portion of the blade, or the “bottom,” lower portion, which has actually penetrated farther through the wood. To say nothing of how vertical lines accent the human face, as Madonna established in 1990, with her “Vogue” music video. And, yes, there are those who use this “reaction” shot (often excerpted for the trailers, as it suggests the “money” shot without actually giving it away already) to formulate a reverse-engineered sort of explanation for the axe appearing on the left instead of the right, but, as that explanation is dependent upon the audience having been conditioned by the Bangles’ 1986 “Walk Like an Egyptian” video, wherein Susanna Hoffs famously (“alluringly”) looks first left, then right, suggesting the “sinister possibilities” the night still holds for whoever she’s looking away from, this argument is of course, as yet, still just that. As to whether human victims are genetically programmed to look left in fear rather than right, then, yes, these victims are of course right-brained and just as unimaginative as their slashers; any approach which suggests that the right brain is essentially “looking” to the left for help out of this dire situation might be credible, though it would depend on the director or his staff cueing into this tendency, either consciously or subconsciously. Which might prove hard to establish, as the director would probably become overly aware of his own eye movements at that time, and perhaps find a way of ending the interview. The second theory as to why axe-wielding maniacs tend to strike the door to the left of center—and of course this is where you stand: the center (see “shot composition,” above)—is more pedestrian, but perhaps more difficult to object to as well: as stunt people (from John Wayne to Lee Majors’s character in The Fall Guy to Kane Hodder) are, in spite of what you may have suspected, simply a subset of “humans,” and humans are of course predominantly right-handed, and stunt people need to, as best they can, exhibit the same body language as the character they’re portraying, who, also being a subset of “human,” is probably right-handed him or herself, then of course, just for the safety of the stunt person (and this has to be paramount), who’s in all likelihood not ambidextrous, a right-handed swing of the axe just makes sense. At which point, simply refer again to the illustration above.


  A distant third theory—possibility, really—as to why axes tend to show up to the left of your head instead of the right is that these maniacs, being maniacs, and only “aware” in the dimmest of ways, probably retain at least enough understanding of rudimentary concepts like “doors” to still make an association between doorknobs and getting through a door, an association which would of course, were it verifiable, probably cause them to hit closer to the knob rather than farther from it. Just because their ultimate goal is to get through that door, and hack to pieces whoever’s obviously hiding directly behind it. However, this “dim awareness,” it’s a slippery slope at best. While it may apply to certain incarnations, say, of Jason Voorhees, Michael Myers, on the other hand, has been able at times to drive a car. To say nothing of the ingenuity these slashers often display in the final reel—the knots and various apparatuses necessary to cantilever bloodied victims suddenly up against whoever’s currently discovering them is very sophisticated. Granted, haunted house technicians can achieve this once a year, but that’s with months of planning, and many hands, possibly even diagrams, to say nothing of no distractions. Slashers, on the other hand, they express this mastery of mechanics, this “inbuilt ability,” in the most casual manner possible, as if doing that with victims, it’s instinct rather than intelligence, the same way a spider, perhaps, just “knows” how to cocoon its victims in web. Which, if the slashers have this much instinct, then chances are they also understand the “mysteries” of the doorknob, but are just too proud to do something so obvious as to use it. Perhaps this is the statement their latest representative (in The Hills Have Eyes remake) was trying to make, Dog Soldier style, when, evidently insulted by the whole concept of “door,” he simply crashed through the far thinner wall. Which, of course, was to the character’s left . . .


  * Originally published in January 2007: http://www.demontheory.net/the-gospel-according-to-demon-theory/


  The mother nodded. A cordless phone in her hand. William wondered how anybody ever strangled anybody anymore.


  “Interstate Love Affair,” Three Miles Past (2013)


  Inside places like that, the refrigerator wouldn’t even smell anymore. There’d be a mummified dog by the couch sometimes, maybe squirrels nesting in the closet, a hole chewed in the ceiling. And sometimes it would just be quiet. The delicate sound of photographs in kitchen drawers, losing their color. The slick paint on the doorframes peeling up, fluttering down in flakes if you pulled your hand across, like you’d stepped into a snowglobe. A good place to die, if you had to.


  The Gospel of Z (2014)


  
FOREVERAFTERWORD [image: image]



  Stephen Graham Jones


  YOU NEVER HIT a story that’s only one genre, do you? Westerns tend to have some element of romance, horror uses comedy as pressure-release valve, fantasy’s nearly always got a few solid action sequences, science fiction and spy thrillers trade schematics all the time, and they all walk through erotica’s steamy bedrooms, and erotica, it dresses up like each of them, doesn’t it? And mystery, sometimes I think that’s the backbone of everything. Why else turn the page than because you want to get to the solution, the big reveal, that disinhibiting symbol or gesture or image at the end that both releases and compounds the narrative tension?


  Where does that leave “literary,” though, I know. Hopefully where it should be: not a genre at all, but an adjective. One that describes the caliber of the writing. Using it like a catchall for those works of fiction without werewolves or elves or spaceships, it’s dangerous, just because, at the back of our brains and in spite of what publishers and critics tell us, we still know “literary” is first and foremost an indication of quality. Meaning those things without werewolves and elves and spaceships, they’re automatically quality. It’s a dangerous little syllogism to let pass.


  At the same time, of course, those werewolf and elf and spaceship books, they often get characterized uncharitably, by the very least of their kind. So I guess


  I can understand the impulse, the need to fortify, all that. But still. Just because you had a bad experience with a Ford Fiesta twenty years ago, that doesn’t mean Ford’s trucks can’t be good today, right? And, though it should be otherwise, it’s still and forever an insult when I hear somebody describe a book as “literary horror.” What they’re saying is, hey, that horror book’s good enough to return to, it’s deep enough for a second read. Which is a compliment. Just, one that insults the rest of the genre. In spite of the fact that it’s using “literary” in its adjectival form, which should be proper.


  I don’t know. Things are kind of jacked on the shelves, I guess. It doesn’t stop a lot of people from writing a lot of good stuff, though, so I probably shouldn’t worry so much about what’s finally just marketing categories.


  As for my all-time favorite genre to read though? Depends on the day. Maybe on the hour. No, on the book. Near as I’ve found, I mean, I kind of just dig them all. I don’t think there’s a tighter novel than Scott Smith’s A Simple Plan. The book I reread the most regularly, it’s Relic. I’ll die behind the chemical sheds for the cetology chapters of Moby Dick. The best book I read last year was N. K. Jemisin’s The Shadowed Sun. Best thing I’ve read so far this year is Alan Moore’s run on Swamp Thing. Book I’m reading right exactly now is Gone Girl.


  Or how about the books I most wish I’d written—no, the books I most wish I could wipe from my head, so I could read them again for the first time. Speaker for the Dead and Love Medicine and The Things They Carried and It and The Life of Pi and Coover’s Ghost Town and The Magician of Lhasa and Bastard Out of Carolina. Maybe VALIS and some Conan, but you have to trade a chunk of your mind in to do that and do it right, and I’ve done that trade-in a couple of times, and it’s getting more and more difficult to put the pieces back together again.


  I guess you could blame my genre wanderings on the people I take as models too. Joe R. Lansdale, Brian Evenson, Stephen King, Michael Chabon. Border crossers all. And, Robert McCammon, man. That dude could stick a spike through your eyes with horror, then break your heart forever, in the best possible way. And there’s Vonnegut, PKD, Stanislaw Lem, Percival


  Everett. There’s Neil Gaiman, who I’m confident could, inside a couple of days, write the doors off any genre he got assigned. And not just because he’s talented or well read or easy to dare. It’s because he believes in story, whatever conventions it happens to be wearing. And it’s also because his writing toolbox, it’s got scalpels fitted for horror and it’s got paintbrushes ready to paint the sunset in a western, and you can tell he knows the handles of all these just by touch. And that he sometimes uses the most delicate paintbrush for the monsters.


  My toolbox isn’t quite so organized. I’m always catching squirrels, stuffing them in while nobody’s looking. At the time, it’s the best idea ever. What it usually means, though, is that, unless solicited, I usually don’t have a clue what “genre” my next piece is going to be. Just whatever the squirrel says. Wherever the day takes me. If I’ve just walked the gauntlet of a food court at the mall, then maybe I’m going interstellar, to some Mos Eisley, to try to identify all these alien life forms. If it’s late at night and I’m too scared to brave the dark, dark stairs, then I might try really hard not to write horror, and end up with another high-school story about fighting. Because I need my blood pumping, to make it out of this room.


  And there are other reasons for playing across the genre fields too, I guess. One is that I can’t imagine how boring it must be to only write in one mode. At the same time, if I could be any writer in America, I’d likely choose C. J. Box, who only does mysteries. There’s definitely something to be said for doing one thing and doing it very, very well. See Tolkien, right? I just can’t do that. Hard as I try, I don’t have that kind of focus, that kind of career-arching fascination with a single, single thing.


  Which leads to the next reason, which is more of an accusation, really: dilettantism. I’m a perpetual amateur, a persistent dabbler. And I’m cool with that, though of course my spin is that a painting isn’t very interesting when you only use only color. And then I fall back on my heroes, of course. Somebody who can give us both The Body and Pet Sematary. I respect decathletes, I mean: do it all, if you can. And even if you can’t.


  Nineteen years ago when I stumbled into grad school, the one promise I made myself was never to forget why I was doing this: to sneak in, steal some tricks for the Westerns and fantasy and horror and thrillers so close to my heart. In the course of that education, though, I discovered this strange beast people call “literary,” and that was extremely interesting as well. And I had strong suspicions it could do with an injection of magic, of blood, of circuitry.


  I don’t know. I want to make my random wanderings all over the genre boards something noble, or at least intentional, but it probably just comes down to the simple fact that my toolbox isn’t very organized. It’s more of a nest, really. But if I dig around enough, I can usually find something that’ll work. It’s why I always buy old trucks instead of new cars: I love rolling down the road knowing there’s just a beer can and some duct tape holding that radiator hose together. It makes me want to go faster and faster. Maybe even close my eyes. And I’m forever hot-wiring genres and modes. The trick is, when you’re having those kinds of bad ideas, to not have them for that mad-scientist reason of “I wonder what would happen,” but because it’s the most direct and efficient way to get done what you need done. So you had to invent a tool, or mush a couple together, or reach back to Aquinas for structure. Great. And who cares. The only thing that matters, finally, it’s the product. It’s whether you were able to infect the reader with exactly what you’re feeling and thinking. And in that order.


  Finally, though, I’d guess the real reason I write across genre lines is just because I want to see cool stuff. No, because I do see cool stuff in everything I read, and that challenges me. I get sad that Vonnegut already evolved humans into seals, say, and I mope around a bit, but then I think, wait, what if we evolved into condors? And then got cast in Buck Rogers, with everybody thinking we were wearing a costume. What would that make craft services like on set? Same pecking order, or different? That’s the kind of stuff I live for, the kind of stuff I’ll never be able to stop doing. It’s what’s going in my head at any hour of the day. To make that cool stuff into something I can believe in though—isn’t that what we all try to do in our writing? turn ourselves into the first reader?—I have to build it all into a world that’s real, with real people. And because neither the world nor the people are my focus (I always want to fast-forward to the chrome-toothed werewolf, or, in “Fairies,” say, to that excellent Cougar), all that other stuff becomes accidentally real. It’s some version of how poets use form, I think: as that thing that distracts your critical mind, so that what’s real can maybe stand up from the grass without your too-guiding hand.


  You don’t teach somebody to play basketball, I mean. You give them a ball, leave them alone on court out in the middle of a pasture in West Texas.


  Magic happens all the time. So, all these stories here, yeah, they’d go in different magazines, different anthologies, and they probably don’t all appeal to a single reader. But I secretly hope they kind of do. I so want there to be readers out there who read for story, who read to see cool things, who aren’t locked into one shelf or another. Be as metal as you want, but don’t lose the ability to hear a clarinet? That’s all I ask.


  A few years ago, Joe R. Lansdale said something on a panel that I’ve never forgotten, that I think’s probably my religion. Somebody asked him what genre he writes in, and he shrugged, said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world: “The Joe R. Lansdale genre.” That’s what I aspire to.


  [image: image] Originally published as the afterword to the SGJ mixer genre project. http://mixerpublishing.com/?author=182


  
THE FAST RED ROAD


  A Plainsong


  (excerpt)


  LITMUS WAS THE sixth one back from the register, which opened onto the buffet. “The goddamn gate to heaven,” the bearded man behind him called it, and Litmus nodded his head back and forth, waiting. The bearded man was seven feet tall. Litmus drummed William Tell hard into his demo case, until the Indian woman directly ahead of him turned and grabbed his wrist just when his fingers were going their fastest, cadenced like horse hooves. He didn’t tell her he wasn’t her child, that he was old enough to be her father, but by the time he’d looked hard into her face and she’d turned away in apology, he was holding her hand there, under his own. Silky Bird it said on the back of her satin jacket, in thread. He asked her what it meant, and she stumbled through her childhood and her short motherhood and finally said “nothing, just nothing,” then occupied herself smoothing Litmus’s wispy forearm hair back down along his wrist. He was hungry, Litmus was. He’d spent the last two days trapped in a Folsom motel room, hobbled by his big toe, chained to a TV rerunning Jay Silverheels outtakes. He was here to eat and then eat again. He loosened his thin black belt in anticipation, looped his pale hair around his head and over an ear, where it was already falling down.


  In front of him and Silky Bird were four cowboys straight from a beer commercial, each more beautiful than the last, their cheekbones chiseled sharp, collective dark hair cropped short against the Clovis sun. The high-school girl working the register was defenseless against them, a small nervous giggling thing with braids. When they were finally gone and Silky Bird was digging through her purse for an elusive second party check, the waitress nodded her head down to Litmus’s demo case and said she didn’t think so.


  “This is a buffet, sir.”


  “Yes ma’am,” Litmus said back, talking slow and deliberate for her. “Pitch till you win.”


  The waitress ran her pen behind her ear, a violent motion. “This is a buffet,” she said again, harder, pointing to his case now.


  The line behind Litmus was quiet except for the breathing giant. Silky Bird was lining pill bottles up on the glass, no checkbook yet. Litmus told the waitress he wasn’t going to sell a vacuum cleaner to her customers, for Chrissake, in the middle of the day like this, and she just said it again, like it was an answer, that this was a buffet. When she reached for the case Litmus shifted it behind his thick right leg.


  “I’m here to eat, ma’am.”


  “And we’re here to serve you, sir. But not with that.”


  Litmus made a sound to start the whole dialogue over, but saw in the tilt of her face it would run just the same. There were some three tons of people behind him. To his right was Silky Bird, an assortment of glass pipes and needles on the counter now, her on her knees, holding a tintype of her kidnapped son, making oval cooing sounds into the portrait. The giant palmed her head, patting gently, and his fingers came down to her jawline on both sides.


  Litmus smiled to the waitress when he got it. “I’m not going to pack any of your precious food out of here, y’know.”


  “I don’t much guess you’d tell me if you were.” She said it with her voice flat like the edge of something, and Litmus laughed out his nose, because she was sixteen and there wasn’t a thing in the world he could do. He had to eat. He finally just spun the twin combination locks in a grand gesture of defeat, surrendered the case.


  It was eighteen seventy-six for him and Silky Bird and the giant. Business expenses, he explained, then collected the receipt and neatly covered the three steps to the end of the buffet, ahead of both of them. He didn’t turn around when he heard his case being pried open either. He was going to eat, by God; as far as he could see were picnic tables with Purina-checkered tablecloths, and short Mexican busboys who, tub-less yet able, quietly collected the refuse by drawing the four corners of the tablecloths together, throwing the sack over their shoulders, and weaving themselves into the lunchtime crowd. The tablecloths were at least ten deep in places, and the walls in the distance were unadorned, just adobe and chili stains and flies too slow to be all the way alive. The only noise was food: an orange-headed man cracking open a bone and sucking the black marrow out; a woman slurping gravy from a bowl and laughing about something; a child with his lap wet from pee and his mouth attached to a doubled-together straw, the other end going from drink to drink around the deserted table, counterclockwise. He flipped Litmus off and Litmus smiled. He was just getting back to answering the kid in kind when the giant’s index finger high in his back told him it was his turn, and then he was taking from each metal bin, heaping it on his plate, going by smell, letting the greases merge together then drip down his hand and off his knuckle, back into the bins.


  A kitchen boy came with a new bin and refilled whatever was low. Litmus managed to slip him three dollars of appreciation, and the boy ducked away into the background noise, a background dominated now by a vacuum cleaner being slammed crudely together.


  Litmus tried to ignore it.


  He scooped more on his plate but it slid off the sides; he wasn’t even halfway through the line yet, and already food placement had become an issue: only one more item was going to fit this time around, and even that was going to take a steady hand. Litmus nodded his head as little as possible, chased the saliva down his chin, and finally looked through the Plastiglass, for something that wouldn’t slide off, something with balance, poise, the proper weight, and as his hand moved through the pork steam, searching, it became hard and harder to follow, indistinct, strobed, moving without him, hardly a part of him at all, and when he concentrated to track it, own it, direct the ladle foodward, the trough-style table in front of him suddenly and with no foreplay lost its horizontal hold and became flattened layers of itself, scrolling up and up, like there were birds on whatever antenna fed the diner, leather-skinned paleolithic things that should never have been able to fly so high. They screamed through the layers, right at Litmus, taunting, inviting, and in a clean snap the vertical went too, a little at first, but finally pushing everything side to side, leaving black at the edges, flecked with nothing. It was the black that made Litmus close his eyes. It made no difference.


  He counted twice to what felt like a nervous three, and when he finally peeked out one lid at a time the hair on his forearm was still combed and the ladle was still heavy in his hand, still reaching, the diner and the bins before him were dialed back in, sweating grease, and he had only blinked. Home again home again. The ladle weighed the same, still had mass and even momentum, prior direction, and was still dowsing towards something in the centermost bin, dowsing like no one had blinked and no one would, so Litmus played along, followed its course under the glass, his hand behind but uninvolved, and that was when he saw what had been done, what he had counted into existence: in the bin closest to him was a selection of uncooked man-sized kidneys that had been blue dumplings the moment before last. On the opposite side of the trough an old and out of place Shoshone-looking man had speared a cross section of a tawny forearm and was balancing it across his plate like baby back ribs, his fork making no noise against the anchor tattoo. The blue ink was old, Spanish, punta or something, but the u had worn away into an i, for pinta, the disease, the ship. Scattered in the other bins were livers spotted scotch gold, fat sheathed backstraps, stuffed entrails, and more, parts without name, steaming and writhing, like a weak drive-in movie you’re supposed to laugh at. But Litmus wasn’t laughing. He wasn’t even breathing. Five hundred years were slipping away. The giant poked him high in the back again, but this time Litmus didn’t move. He couldn’t. Everything was coming all at once: the marrow in his own bones, buried somewhere beneath the flesh, untasted; the flies on the wall drifting in and out of this world like small ferrymen; the fevered man in the bathroom, carving fevered words; even the dogs out back, fighting over leftovers as the three busboys huddled under the stoop passed a nervous joint between themselves, left to right. Two of them would be dead before the year was out, the third burying a small caliber handgun over and over, a different place each night, farther and farther out. Litmus watched the never-shaved area around the third one’s mouth glow red with the joint, then go dim. He was aware again, of everything. For the first time in years, more than he cared to count. It was like waking up. And he didn’t want to.


  In a last effort to resist, he reached part of himself out, across the horrorshow buffet, locked eyes with the old Shoshone man and pulled him in, forced him too to see what was on his plate, what he had been eating, what they had all been eating. The old man’s lower lip trembled. His plate became heavy and fell to the ground. Nobody made to sweep it up. The old man tried to look away, to the sinking sound the anchor tattoo shouldn’t have made, but Litmus held him there for a moment longer, because it hurt to know all alone, to have to be seeing through like this. For a moment then they were one, this random old man and Litmus, and instead of the sick buffet spread before them, Litmus tasted instead this old man’s vision—Seth’s vision—saw his daughter growing into a woman he didn’t know, saw the many-hour drive to Clovis for this monthly ritual of food and medicine, but then too, buried deeper than the rest, right below the radio-talking days of WWII, was this scene all over: human flesh in bite-sized portions. Litmus could taste it washing back up his throat, up Seth’s throat, and like that the visual tissue they shared tore, and the old man was shuffling away already, his shoulders caved around his chest, suspenders the only thing keeping his pants up.


  On his own toilet that night the old man Seth sat reading the tabloid that’d blown up against his leg on the way out of the buffet. “It’s not all crap,” he told his wife, “come look for yourself,” but she wasn’t listening anymore. She had her shows, he had his reading. “It’s not crap,” he yelled hoarsely, and then more came out and he felt emptier than he ever had, hollowed out, pithed by the pharmacist. He raised the half-full milk jug of shit water to his mouth one more time and let it course through him, doctor’s orders: in the morning they would sodomize him again with their oversized garden hose, just looking for something wrong, and then he’d break wind for days, sleeping behind their new trailer, cradling his tender bowels.


  The buffet was supposed to have been his last supper before going to the Clovis doctor, a feast of BBQ beef ribs and honey-butter yeast rolls, but he hadn’t even eaten his fill, hadn’t even had time to smuggle chicken out in each of his pockets, for later, because there at the denuded buffet later hadn’t begun to matter yet. His eyes had been haywired, looking thirty-four years backwards into a survivor’s guilt he’d thought outrun by now, a deed he thought buried. Maybe it was something in the food, he told himself. Chemicals, preservatives, radiation, Clovis. Anything, even senility. Call it an episode.


  More shit water. Just get it all out.


  What remained of the tabloid had to do with a fledgling porn actor who’d broken his contract and disappeared into the Utah night with a twenty-seven- dollar supply check, going feral perhaps, keep an eye out. The silhouette of a watchful Mormon took up the rest of the page. Then too, further in, there was the creeping presence of Saint Augustine among eastern gardens, backlit by the recent outbreak of Saint Anthony’s Fire in the Midwest. Geronimo, the California reporter said, Jerome help us. Seth mouthed the words, Ge-ron-i-mo, and when the toilet water finally splashed onto his hairless inner thigh again he breathed out and flipped to the center section, the second to the last page. It was the predictions, Big Spring Sally’s predictions, made from her padded cell. Seth smiled the side of his face that still smiled. He remembered her, or pieces of her, from way back when. The crazy-ass white girl. The color picture was of her holding both sides of her head, like she was trying to squeeze more out of it, or keep something in.


  It didn’t matter; she was beautiful.


  This year’s predictions weren’t like last year’s though; they didn’t even bother with her hit-miss ratio. It was mostly just the same chest-up picture of her, from different sides of her room, a spider’s-eye view, fractured angles hard to look from all at once. Except for one, of course, around which the rest revolved; it was centered across the fold, spanning the distance between staples. The back of a legal pad, the cardboard part. Thick magic marker words: both of him are yet real. The sideways happy face at the lower corner of the backflap was out of place, with its one lone feather reaching up from the back of its head. The reporter didn’t even touch it. She was more interested in who the him was, or were, or whatever.


  Seth stared at the non-prediction, looked hard to Sally for an explanation, then got nervous and turned the page, where a reader had written in that Sally was not only a pagan throwback, but a public menace; the reader was the health inspector for greater eastern New Mexico. She had included a computer-generated graph showing how Sally’s “woefully inaccurate” eating-of-human-flesh prediction last year had temporarily lowered per capita dining out, not to mention overloading the postal service with health concerns, health concerns she in turn had to allay singly. She noted that she had done this survey on her own time, too, thank you. When Seth got to the end of the health inspector’s letter, he dropped the tabloid then kicked it away, off his foot, out the bathroom door. He blew at it, trying to make it go farther. His hands were shaking. He hadn’t seen anything, he hadn’t seen anything. An episode, it had just been an episode. He tried to make out his wife’s shows from pieces of words, but then he was in the diner again, the lights dimming from the vacuum cleaner being plugged in, whining high, inhaling the thin surface off reality, him staring across the buffet table at the pasty-faced man with the stomach, then looking down at his own plate, at what Sally had said would happen.


  Get it all out.


  He screamed for his wife and still she wouldn’t come and hold his head by the temples and make him look away; he sang a song his grandmother used to sing in the fields, but it was no good against this. He was still in the diner, still dropping his plate and watching the pasty-faced man look down into the food bins and shape his mouth around the words once, then twice: Not again, please, not again.


  This novel originally started with that hairy-handed gent line. That was back when every page had at least one direct rip from a song. But then Litmus Jones showed up in the clockwork a little bit in, so I figured he needed introducing earlier, maybe, since he was getting to kind of be the Puck here. So I wrote this cannibal-buffet opening mostly to get him on-page, in some way. But then as things kept happening, I kept stuffing more and more stuff into what I was coming to realize was a kind of prologue. I haven’t read aloud from this novel much, but when I did, this is what I would usually read. The buffet part anyway. I just looked at it again too. I’ll forever miss the way my head used to work. The things I used to think I could do. I was going to change the world, man, with just words. I’m not saying I’m not still going to. I’m just saying back when I wrote this, that was a lot more certain. I usually say Demon Theory’s my most autobiographical novel, and people always want to read Growing Up Dead in Texas like a memoir. This novel’s both of those though. Like you sopped them up with a rag, then wrung that rag out into your cupholder, let it bake in the sun for a week. I would drink that.


  
LONEGAN’S LUCK


  LIKE EVERY MONTH, the horse was new. A mare, pushing fifteen years old. Given his druthers, Lonegan would have picked a mule, of course, one that had had its balls cut late, so there was still some fight in it, but, when it came down to it, it had either been the mare or yoking himself up to the buckboard, leaning forward until his fingertips touched the ground.


  Twenty years ago, he would have tried it, just to make a girl laugh.


  Now, he took what was available, made do.


  And anyway, from the way the mare kept trying to swing wide, head back into the shade of town, this wasn’t going to be her first trip across the Arizona Territories. Maybe she’d even know where the water was, if it came down to that. Where the Apache weren’t.


  Lonegan brushed the traces across her flank and she pulled ahead, the wagon creaking, all his crates shifting around behind him, the jars and bottles inside touching shoulders. The straw they were packed in was going to be the mare’s forage, if all the red baked earth ahead of them was as empty as it looked.


  As they picked their way through it, Lonegan explained to the mare that he never meant for it to be this way. That this was the last time. But then he trailed off. Up ahead a black column was coming into view.


  Buzzards.


  Lonegan nodded, smiled.


  What was dead there was pungent enough to be drawing them in for miles.


  “What do you think, old girl?” he said to the mare. She didn’t answer. Lonegan nodded to himself again, checked the scatter-gun under his seat, and pulled the mare’s head towards the swirling buzzards. “Professional curiosity,” he told her, then laughed because it was a joke.


  The town he’d left that morning wasn’t going on any map.


  The one ahead of him, as far as he knew, probably wasn’t on any map either. But it would be there. They always were.


  When the mare tried shying away from the smell of death, Lonegan got down, talked into her ear, and tied his handkerchief across her eyes. The last little bit, he led her by the bridle, then hobbled her upwind.


  The buzzards were a greasy black coat, moved like old men walking barefoot on the hot ground.


  Instead of watching them, Lonegan traced the ridges of rock all around.


  “Well,” he finally said, and leaned into the washed-out little hollow.


  The buzzards lifted their wings in something like menace, but Lonegan knew better. He slung rocks at the few that wouldn’t take to the sky. They just backed off, their dirty mouths open in challenge.


  Lonegan held his palm out to them, explained that this wasn’t going to take long.


  He was right: the dead guy was the one Lonegan had figured it would be. The thin deputy with the three-pocketed vest. He still had the vest on, had been able to crawl maybe twenty paces from where his horse had died. The horse was a gelding, a long-legged bay with a white diamond on its forehead, three white socks. Lonegan distinctly remembered having appreciated that horse. But now it had been run to death, had died with white foam on its flanks, blood blowing from its nostrils, eyes wheeling around, the deputy spurring him on, deeper into the heat, to warn the next town over.


  Lonegan looked from the horse to the deputy. The buzzards were going after the gelding, of course.


  It made Lonegan sick.


  He walked up to the deputy, facedown in the dirt, already rotting, and rolled him over.


  “Not quite as fast as you thought you were, eh deputy?” he said, then shot him in the mouth. Twice.


  It was a courtesy.


  Nine days later, all the straw in his crates hand-fed to the mare, his jars and bottles tied to each other with twine to keep them from shattering, Lonegan looked into the distance and nodded: a town was rising up from the dirt. A perfect little town.


  He snubbed the mare to a shuffling stop, turned his head to the side to make sure they weren’t pulling any dust in. That would give them away.


  Then he just stared at the town.


  Finally the mare snorted a breath of hot air in, blew it back out.


  “I know,” Lonegan said. “I know.”


  According to the scrap of paper he’d been marking, it was only Friday.


  “One more night,” he told the mare, and angled her over to some scrub, a ring of blackened stones in the packed ground.


  He had to get there on a Saturday.


  It wasn’t like one more night was going to kill him anyway. Or the mare.


  He parked the buckboard on the town side of the ring of stones, so they wouldn’t see his light, find him before he was ready.


  Before unhooking the mare, he hobbled her. Four nights ago, she wouldn’t have tried running. But now there was the smell of other horses in the air. Hay maybe. Water.


  And then there was the missing slice of meat Lonegan had cut from her haunch three nights ago.


  It had been shallow, and he’d packed it with a medley of poultices from his crates, folded the skin back over, but still, he was pretty sure she’d been more than slightly offended.


  Lonegan smiled at her, shook his head no, that she didn’t need to worry. He could wait one more day for solid food, for water that wasn’t briny and didn’t taste like rust.


  Or—no: he was going to get a cake, this time. All for himself. A big white one, slathered in whatever kind of frosting they had.


  And all the water he could drink.


  Lonegan nodded to himself about this, leaned back into his bedroll, and watched the sparks from the fire swirl up past his battered coffeepot.


  When it was hot enough, he offered a cup to the mare.


  She flared her nostrils, stared at him.


  Before turning in, Lonegan emptied the grains from his cup into her open wound and patted it down, told her it was an old medicine man trick. That he knew them all.


  He fell asleep thinking of the cake.


  The mare slept standing up.


  By noon the next day, he was set up on the only street in town. Not in front of the saloon but the mercantile. Because the men bellied up to the bar would walk any distance for the show. The people just in town for flour or salt though, you had to step into their path some. Make them aware of you.


  Lonegan had polished his boots, shaved his jaw, pulled the hair on his chin down into a waxy point.


  He waited until twenty or so people had gathered before reaching up under the side of the buckboard, for the secret handle.


  He pulled it, stepped away with a flourish, and the panel on the buckboard opened up like a staircase, all the bottles and jars and felt bags of medicine already tied into place.


  One person in the crowd clapped twice.


  Lonegan didn’t look around, just started talking about how the blue oil in the clear jar—he’d pilfered it from a barber shop in Missouri—how, if rubbed into the scalp twice daily and let cook in the sun, it would make a head of hair grow back, if you happened to be missing one. Full, black, Indian hair. But you had to be careful not to use too much, especially in these parts.


  Now somebody in the crowd laughed.


  Inside, Lonegan smiled, then went on.


  The other stuff, fox urine he called it, though assured them it wasn’t, it was for the women specifically. He couldn’t go into the particulars in mixed company though, of course. This was a Christian settlement, right?


  He looked around when no one answered.


  “Amen,” a man near the front finally said.


  Lonegan nodded.


  “Thought so,” he said. “Some towns I come across . . . well. Mining towns, y’know?”


  Five, maybe six people nodded, kept their lips pursed.


  The fox urine was going to be sold out by supper, Lonegan knew. Not to any of the women either.


  Facing the crowd now, the buckboard framed by the mercantile, like it was just an extension of the mercantile, Lonegan cycled through his other bottles, the rest of his jars, the creams and powders and rare leaves. Twice a man in the crowd raised his hand to stop the show, make a purchase, but Lonegan held his palm up. Not yet, not yet.


  But then, towards midafternoon, the white-haired preacher finally showed up, the good book held in both hands before him like a shield.


  Lonegan resisted acknowledging him. But just barely.


  They were in the same profession, after all.


  And the preacher was the key to all this too.


  So Lonegan went on hawking, selling, testifying, the sweat running down the back of his neck to wet his shirt. He took his hat off, wiped his forehead with the back of his sleeve, and eyed the crowd now, shrugged.


  “If you’ll excuse me a brief moment,” he said, and stepped halfway behind the ass end of the buckboard, swigged from a tall, clear bottle of nearly amber liquid.


  He swallowed, lifted the bottle again, and drew deep on it, nodded as he screwed the cap back on.


  “What is that?” a woman asked.


  Lonegan looked up as if caught, said, “Nothing, ma’am. Something of my own making.”


  “We—” another man started, stepping forward.


  Lonegan shook his head no, cut him off: “It’s not that kind of my own making, sir. Any man drinks whiskey in the heat like this is asking for trouble, am I right?”


  The man stepped back without ever breaking eye contact.


  “Then what is it?” a boy asked.


  Lonegan looked down to him, smiled.


  “Just something an old—a man from the Old Country taught this to me on his deathbed. It’s kind of like . . . you know how a strip of dried meat, it’s like the whole steak twisted into a couple of bites?”


  The boy nodded.


  Lonegan lifted the bottle up, let it catch the sunlight. Said, “This is like that. Except it’s the good part of water. The cold part.”


  A man in the crowd muttered a curse. The dismissal cycled through, all around Lonegan. He waited for it to abate, then shrugged, tucked the bottle back into the buckboard. “It’s not for sale anyway,” he said, stepping back around to the bottles and jars.


  “Why not?” a man in a thick leather vest asked.


  By the man’s bearing, Lonegan assumed he was law of some kind.


  “Personal stock,” Lonegan explained. “And—anyway. There’s not enough. It takes about fourteen months to get even a few bottles distilled the right way.”


  “Then I take that to mean you’d be averse to sampling it out?” the man said.


  Lonegan nodded, tried to look apologetic.


  The man shook his head, scratched deep in his matted beard, and stepped forward, shouldered Lonegan out of the way.


  A moment later, he’d grubbed the bottle up from the bedclothes Lonegan had stuffed it in.


  With everybody watching, he unscrewed the cap, wiped his lips clean, and took a long pull off the bottle.


  What it was was water with a green juniper leaf at the bottom. The inside of the bottle cap dabbed with honey. A couple drops of laudanum, for the soft head rush, and a peppermint candy ground up, to hide the laudanum.


  The man lowered the bottle, swallowed what was left in his mouth, and smiled.


  Grudgingly, Lonegan agreed to take two dollars for what was left in the bottle. And then everybody was calling for it.


  “I don’t—” he started, stepping up onto the hub of his wheel to try to reach everybody, “I don’t have—” but they were surging forward.


  “Okay,” he said, for the benefit of the people up front, and stepped down, hauled a half case of the water up over the side of the buckboard.


  Which was when the preacher spoke up.


  The crowd fell silent like church.


  “I can’t let you do this to these good people,” the preacher said.


  “I think—” Lonegan said, his stutter a practiced thing, “I think you have me confused with the k-kind of gentlemen who—”


  “I’m not confused at all, sir,” the preacher said, both his hands still clasping the bible.


  Lonegan stared at him, stared at him, then took a respectful step forward. “What could convince you then, Brother?” he said. “Take my mare there. See that wound on her haunch? Would you believe that four days ago that was done by an old blunderbuss, fired on accident?”


  “By you?”


  “I was cleaning it.”


  The preacher nodded, waiting.


  Lonegan went on. “You could reach your hand into the hole, I’m saying.”


  “And your medicine fixed it?” the preacher anticipated, his voice rising.


  Lonegan palmed a smoky jar from the shelves, said, “This poultice, yes sir. A man named Running Bear showed me how to take the caul around the heart of a dog and grind—”


  The preacher blew air out his nose.


  “He was Oglala Sioux,” Lonegan added, and let that settle.


  The preacher just stared.


  Lonegan looked around at the faces in the crowd, starting to side with the preacher. More out of habit than argument. But still.


  Lonegan nodded, backed off, hands raised. Was quiet long enough to let them know he was just thinking of this: “These—these snake oil men you’ve taken me for, Brother. People. A despicable breed. What would you say characterizes them?”


  When the preacher didn’t answer, a man in the crowd did: “They sell things.”


  “I sell things,” Lonegan agreed.


  “Medicine,” a woman clarified.


  “Remedies,” Lonegan corrected, nodding to her to show he meant no insult.


  She held his eyes.


  “What else?” Lonegan said, to all.


  It was the preacher who answered: “You’ll be gone tomorrow.”


  “—before any of our hair can get grown in,” an old man added, sweeping his hat off to show his bald head.


  Lonegan smiled wide, nodded. Cupped a small bottle of the blue oil from its place on the panel, twirled it to the man.


  He caught it, stared at Lonegan.


  “I’m not leaving,” Lonegan said.


  “Yeah, well—” a man started.


  “I’m not,” Lonegan said, some insult in his voice now. “And, you know what? To prove it, today and today only, I’ll be accepting checks, or notes. Just write your name and how much you owe me on any scrap of paper—here, I’ve got paper myself, I’ll even supply that. I won’t come to collect until you’re satisfied.”


  As one, a grin spread across the crowd’s face.


  “How long this take to work?” the bald man asked, holding his bottle of blue up.


  “I’ve seen it take as long as six days, to be honest.”


  The old man raised his eyebrows. They were bushy, white.


  People were already pushing forward again.


  Lonegan stepped up onto his hub, waved his arms for them to slow down, slow down. That he wanted to make a gift first.


  It was a tightly woven cloth bag the size of a man’s head.


  He handed it to the preacher, said, “Brother.”


  The preacher took it, looked from Lonegan to the string tying the bag closed.


  “Traveling like I do,” Lonegan said, “I make my tithe where I can. With what I can.”


  The preacher opened it.


  “The sacrament?” he said.


  “Just wafers for now,” Lonegan said. “You’ll have to bless them, of course.”


  Slowly at first, then altogether, the crowd started clapping.


  The preacher tied the bag shut, extended his hand to Lonegan.


  By dinner, there wasn’t a drop of fox urine in his possession.


  When the two women came to collect him for church the next morning, Lonegan held his finger up, told them he’d be right there. He liked to say a few prayers beforehand.


  The woman lowered their bonneted heads that they understood, then one of them added that his mare had run off in the night, it looked like.


  “She does that,” Lonegan said with a smile, and closed the door, held it there.


  Just what he needed: a goddamn prophetic horse.


  Instead of praying then, or going to the service, Lonegan packed his spare clothes tight in his bedroll, shoved it under the bed then made the bed so nobody would have any call to look under it. Before he ever figured this whole thing out, he’d lost two good suits just because he’d failed to stretch a sheet across a mattress.


  But now, now his bedroll was still going to be there Monday, or Tuesday, or whenever he came for it.


  Next, he angled the one chair in the room over to the window, waited for the congregation to shuffle back out into the streets in their Sunday best.


  Today, the congregation was going to be the whole town. Because they felt guilty about the money they’d spent yesterday, and because they knew this morning there was going to be a communion.


  In a Baptist church, that happened little enough that it was an event.


  With luck, nobody would even have noticed Lonegan’s absence, come looking for him.


  With luck, they’d all be guilty enough to palm an extra wafer, let it go soft against the roofs of their mouths.


  After a lifetime of eating coarse hunks of bread, the wafer would be candy to them. So white it had to be pure.


  Lonegan smiled, propped his boots up on the windowsill, and tipped back the bottle of rotgut until his eyes watered. If he’d been drinking just to feel good, it would have been sipping bourbon. For this, though, he needed to be drunk, and smell like it.


  Scattered on the wood-plank floor all around him, fallen like leaves, were the promissory notes for yesterday’s sales.


  He wasn’t going to need them to collect.


  It was a funny thing.


  Right about what he figured was the middle of lunch for most of the town—he didn’t even know its name, he laughed to himself—he pulled the old Colt up from his lap, laid the bottom of the barrel across the back of his left wrist, and aimed in turn at each of the six panes in his window, blew them out into the street.


  Ten minutes and two reloads later, he was fast in jail.


  “Don’t get too comfortable in there now,” the bearded man Lonegan had made for the law said. He was wearing a stiff collar from church, a tin star on his chest.


  Lonegan smiled, leaned back on his cot, and shook his head no, he wouldn’t.


  “When’s dinner?” he slurred out, having to bite back a smile, the cake a definite thing in his mind again.


  The Sheriff didn’t respond, just walked out.


  Behind him, Lonegan nodded.


  Sewed into the lining of his right boot were all the tools he would need to pick the simple lock of the cell.


  Sewed into his belt, as backup, was a few thimblefuls of gunpowder wrapped in thin oilcloth, in case the lock was jammed. In Lonegan’s teeth, a sulfur-head match that the burly man had never even questioned.


  Lonegan balanced it in one of the cracks of the wall.


  He was in the best room in town, now.


  That afternoon he woke to a woman staring at him. She was sideways—he was sideways, on the cot.


  He pushed the heel of his right hand into one eye then the other, sat up.
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