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‌One

    Jacobyville

    ‌


‌1.

    The world went blank, awash in white. For many this is how the world ends. A flash of white and then a silence. For Norman the flash of white and the silence were consequences of his hasty retreat. A single strand of barbwire caught him in the side and dragged its rusty metal length through the flesh of his underarm, rubbing a wound more than cutting it. He had cursed and stumbled forward when a second shot rang out, the sound of the ricochet at his feet whining long across the desertscape.

    He lost his footing and toppled to the ground. His shoulder glanced off a rock. His leg twisted. His ankle throbbed from where he sprained it on a low-laying gravemarker. As he skidded to the flat bottom arroyo his ear grated on the hardpacked soil. The force of the final impact thumped the air from his lungs, leaving his jaw yawping at nothing, his neck straining upward and his teeth opening and shutting, biting at the sky above him. Dust blinded him and he blinked rapidly. Yet, the wound under his arm occupied his mind—it burned as if the wire still dragged long and slow through the skin.

    He used his good arm to prop himself up. Blinking some more, he cleared the dust from his eyes and looked up the bank at the driftwood and barbwire fence. The desert plays tricks on the mind and the trick it played now made the wire look like a crack across the clear blue of the sky.

    From the opposite bank of the arroyo, the distinct sound of gravel crunching under boot, heel to toe. Norman turned his head almost imperceptibly to the side, as if by not looking at this figure on nether bank, it would simply disappear. But this is a child’s game.

    ‘Run, if you got the mind to,’ an old man’s voice said. There was a timbre in the voice that shattered the silence like the gunshots.

    He dropped the charade of not looking at the old man. He started to his feet and pivoted, still in a stoop, to look at his assailant.

    ‘Go on.’ The old man used his free hand to make a shooing motion. His other arm cradled a rifle. His voice crackled a little, wizened, kindly. Ruts in his face, his filthy clothes, white windblown hair—had this been another time and place he might be viewed as a sage or a saint.

    ‘Didnt mean to trespass,’ Norman finally said.

    At first the old man nodded, then he said yup. After a few more seconds he seemed to think better of his answer. ‘This land aint mine,’ he said. ‘An you know it.’

    For a moment they both nodded in agreement, one convincing the other, but neither knew which one. ‘You know good an true this land here belongs to the Bureau of Land Management. Thats why youre here.’

    ‘Yessir.’

    Again, the old man nodded. Pulling at his pant legs he squatted on the bank, the rifle still cradled in his arm. Though he whispered as if speaking to a child, his voice amplified as all things do in the desertscape, voxed in the space of nothing. ‘I coulda hit you with the first shot,’ he said. ‘That woulda been the last thing you ever read.’ He nodded up the slope at the headstone. Then the old man chuckled and for a moment both parties seemed to be at ease. ‘Figured I should scare you down here into this ditch before I cut you down.’

    Twice now the breath had been forced from Norman’s lungs. He lay half-propped in the dirt while the old man stood back up, the bones in his back audibly cracking into place. He groaned. Norman took in his surroundings once more. Down here in the dirt wash nothing offered shelter; up above, the desert stretched out without respite. Aside from the few gravemarkers in the wayward cemetery, there was also nothing. Running would be futile.

    The old man reached into the breast pocket on his shirt and fished out a bullet. Casually he loaded it into the rifle, the parts clicking and sliding into place. He squinted at his target for a few seconds, both men staring and breathing at each other. The younger man held up a hand as if to make a pledge. Instead his words came out only as a series of pleadings punctuated with the word please. The old man hefted the butt of the gun to his shoulder and peered down the length of the barrel.

    ‘I didnt have anything to do with that graverobbing,’ Norman said. ‘I’m a scholar. I’m just here to study ghost towns.’

    For a long time neither of the men moved, each of their bodies held in poses designed to fatigue—the older man holding his breath with the rifle raised, the younger man’s hand held up like a proselytizing beggar. Finally the old man gasped and in doing so caused the younger man to gasp.

    ‘Scholar,’ the old man said.

    ‘Yessir,’ Norman said. ‘Like an academic type from a university.’

    ‘I know.’ The old man smiled wryly, licked his lips and cleared his throat. ‘And what do you study, scholarman?’

    ‘Anthropology.’

    ‘Anthro…’

    ‘Anthropology,’ Norman repeated.

    ‘The study of man, I know.’

    Finally, the old man’s poise with the gun grew completely lax and he leaned on it like a walking stick. He looked past Norman, toward the opposite bank of the arroyo and nodded. Norman craned his head around, following the old man’s line of sight. Three figures dressed in rags descended on him, whooping as they came.

    He’d driven across the United States on the interstate. For weeks his home had been his station wagon—a wood paneled tank with an extra large cabin. In the flatlands of Kansas he stopped for the night by simply pulling to the side of the road. Stink from the cattle farms permeated everything and he woke to the occasional roar of the passing tractortrailers. He continued on, stopping for fuel at two-pump gas stations and eating a late dinner at a Ground Round.

    A middle-aged man with meaty hands sat three seats down the counter from Norman at the Ground Round. As he used his thumb to hold the hashbrowns to the fork and lifted them to his mouth, a blurry tattoo of the eagle, globe and anchor became visible on his forearm, indicating he served as a marine once upon a time. As he ate, dabs of ketchup hung from his mustache.

    ‘Tell you what, missy,’ the marine said to the waitress. ‘Gonna have to order me up another plate of these hashbrowns.’ He slugged back the last of his coffee and said to make sure the cook knew this was the best hash and scramble he ever done tasted.

    ‘Sure will,’ the girl cooed. She smiled and winked at the man. When she strolled down to ask Norman if everything was alright, the marine watched her walk away.

    ‘Everythings good,’ Norman said. ‘Like he said, best hash an scram I ever had.’

    He stopped, like he said too much—he tried to decide if he should say something else, but the marine decided for him.

    ‘Where you from, stranger?’

    The waitress cocked her head to the side as if she had just posed the question herself. Norman looked down at his plate, the smears of ketchup and strings of fried potato when he said Indiana. Then he looked up at the waitress, her face a painted mystery—either she was young and the late nights and hard work aged her prematurely or she was older and tried to look younger.

    ‘You a long pull from Indy-ana,’ the marine said. He rotated on his stool, slowly and forcefully in tectonic motion. There was a question left unstated.

    ‘Driving out to Utah,’ Norman said.

    ‘Salt Lake?’

    ‘Farther south.’

    ‘Provo?’

    ‘Going out to desert country.’

    The marine’s eyes narrowed. He glanced at the waitress and she shrugged.

    ‘What kind of business could a boy from Indy-ana way have out in the deserts of godforsaken Utah?’ Before Norman could answer, the marine looked at the waitress and said he’d been out to south Utah before. ‘Aint nothing there but dirt, wind, few hippies, and villages of polygamists.’ There was a rejoinder of laughter.

    ‘I’m doing some research,’ Norman said. ‘I’m an instructor at a university.’

    ‘Research?’ The marine snorted with laughter.

    ‘You a little young to be a professor, aint you?’ the waitress asked. She leaned on the counter feigning interest.

    Norman stammered. ‘I, well, I’m not a professor. I’m an instructor. And I’m old enough, I guess. I got my masters degree.’

    The marine guffawed and slapped his hand on the counter.

    ‘I’m sorry,’ Norman said. ‘I’m not sure what the—whats so funny.’

    ‘Nothing,’ the waitress said. She straightened back up and cocked her head to the side again. ‘Nothings funny.’

    ‘Desert will eat a straight lace like you alive,’ the marine said. ‘Stationed out in the Mojave just after Korea ended. Goddamnedest place I ever been.’

    Norman looked back at the waitress, hoping for some sort of kindness, some type of pleasantry. But she forced a smile and the ruts around her eyes were wrinkled with age, not laughter. And Norman knew this job had aged her prematurely. She began to wipe at the countertop again and said she had a sister out in Indy.

    ‘You aint never mentioned that,’ the marine said.

    Norman acknowledged the remark with a single nod.

    ‘Yeah,’ she sighed. She glanced up at Norman, then at the marine; said her sister met a man and they ran off to Indy. ‘Havent heard from her in years.’

    ‘Like she got kidnapped,’ the marine said.

    ‘Well, she was in love with him,’ the waitress said.

    ‘But he made it so she never talked to her family again—that sounds like a kidnapper. How you know she isnt in some sort of trouble?’

    ‘I guess I dont know,’ the waitress said, her voice small.

    The man turned back to Norman. ‘Guess we cant trust you Indy-ana types. You aint here to steal our women, is you?’

    With a surge of confidence, Norman faked a smile, winked at the waitress and said he had already kidnapped one, years ago. ‘Came back when I realized I got the wrong sister,’ he said. He laughed at his own joke, then stopped when he realized no one else laughed with him.

    The waitress shrank back from the counter and the marine sat sideways, watching Norman’s every move until she gave him the bill. He paid in cash, counting out single dollars silently. And without waiting for change, he slipped out of the glass doors into the parking lot.

    From the station wagon in the parking lot, Norman watched through the flat-paned windows of the diner as the woman and the marine chatted. He watched other customers come and go, some sitting and smoking, talking with the waitress and the marine, the tables cluttering with dishes and food and then cleared and wiped clean again. On the corner of the counter the pie rack spun around. When the waitress and the marine left the diner together, the marine noticed Norman sitting in the station wagon. He leaned in to whisper something to the woman, guiding her by the elbow toward his pickup truck. They parted and the marine strode over to Norman’s car and motioned with his forefinger for Norman to roll down the window.

    Norman cranked the window down.

    ‘Parking lot aint no motel.’

    ‘Just sitting here,’ Norman said. He placed his hands where the marine could see them, then dropped them to his lap. For a second he made eye contact, but quickly looked away.

    ‘Aint a place for just sittin,’ the marine said. ‘Best if you just roll outta here.’

    ‘I’m not looking to make any trouble,’ Norman began.

    ‘You done made it already,’ the marine said. ‘Just by comin here and being like you are, you done made trouble.’ The man struggled to keep his voice at an even keel and his hands were balled up in fists. He glanced across the parking lot where the waitress watched through the back pane of the pickup. Taking a deep breath, the marine continued, ‘I dont want to make no more trouble here, so I’ll tell you what.’

    Norman raised his eyebrows in feigned interest. But the marine didn’t notice; he looked out over the roof of the station wagon as he spoke. ‘We’re both gonna pull outta this lot. I’m gonna go thataway’—he pointed his finger one direction—‘an youre gonna go thisaway’—and he used his thumb like a hitchhiker to indicate the opposite direction. ‘Give that little lady another scare, foller us outta here an I’ll make sure you meet your maker.’

    Norman nodded and the marine finally made eye contact.

    ‘Go on now,’ he said and Norman shifted the car into reverse, the taillights behind him lighting up the otherwise vacant lot. The marine stepped back and watched him idle away. In the mirror Norman watched the man grow distant and then vanish altogether.

    Time blended into a phantasma of transit—the blaring sun, snippets of the men’s voices, yuccas and scrub and grass and dirt and sky. No clouds or water. Some broken bottles and a pile of rusty cans. Later he opened his eyes to look up at the sky stretched plaintive and blue and even in all directions. It seemed to pulsate. The mountains on the horizon looked to be no more than scraps of torn paper fluttering in a non-existent breeze.

    ‘Pa,’ one of the voices called.

    The old man walked over and looked down on Norman. ‘It’s alright, son,’ he said. ‘We got a ways to go yet. You just get some rest.’ He patted Norman’s chest.

    And with the old man’s permission Norman collapsed back into an exhausted slumber where his dreams were illusion and his dreams were real—a nexus where all things meet and we believe we see with divine eyes. Some of the images presented themselves as mere images—a toilet full of bloody condoms in a truck stop bathroom, the floor of the stall sticky with piss. Others were fledged past imagery alone and unfolded across an artificial timeline. In these visions he saw people he knew. Dusty, his colleague from the university, stood in his office doorway, a paper cone full of water in his hand.

    He said, ‘Forget it, man.’

    And though the conversation did not exist outside this moment, somewhere in Norman’s brain the comment found a context.

    ‘I wasnt going to act on it or anything,’ he heard himself say. In this dream—like the dreams of those in comas or who lapse into hypnotic spells they attribute to some distant god—Norman did not see with his own eyes. Rather he looked down on the figure of himself, small and weak.

    Dusty nodded, looked past Norman and around the half-empty room. ‘She’s married. She’s way the hell outta your league.’ He sipped at the water. ‘And in case youve forgotten, she’s also our boss.’

    ‘I was just saying,’ Norman began, but Dusty walked away from the door and Norman could see her from straight down the hallway. In the real world—in the waking life—there was no such geography. Her office sat at a sharp right angle to his. But the reality of dreams is a fickle thing.

    Doctor Blanche looked up from her desk. The distance between them shortened and she asked Norman where he was going.

    He said he would head west, the grant for the ghost town study came through.

    ‘You better take it,’ she said. Then she stood and unbuttoned her jacket, exposing her bare chest. Her breasts were full and firm, the nipples slightly oval shaped. Teeth marks rankled around the left areola. Bruises, purple and jaundiced, spotted her ribs. The jacket dropped to the floor and her bare arm showed four little fingerprint bruises.

    ‘Signs of life here!’ one yelled.

    The dream vanished into mystery. Doctor Blanche and her bruised body became not even a thing of memory. A hand grabbed at Norman’s crotch and jostled his erection. He swatted clumsily and laughter bellowed out around him.

    He did not allow himself to recede back into dreams this time. Instead he propped himself up on his side but a hand pressed against his chest and flattened him back out on the makeshift gurney. It must have been noon, for the sun hovered directly overhead and the heat spread out hot and even and unforgiving. The old man leaned over him, his face mostly a shadow. ‘Got a couple miles yet,’ he said. ‘Take a nap, rest your eyes and I’ll show you the place I made for us.’

    Out on the plains, the towns spaced out farther and fewer. In the early morning haze, the lamplights of the farmhouses set back from the road appeared as fallen stars, burning white with celestial heat. Once the daylight came on in full, after the sun rose up over the horizon, each homestead became visible—most of them white and mottled with age and weather. Barns with roofs of flapping husks of tarpaper, moldered straw floors and slatwood walls littered the sideroads. Some barns still had peeling advertisements for Mail Pouch Tobacco, some with forty-eight star flags on their broadsides. These structures served little purpose other than housing strays and feral creatures, the occasional drifter.

    He slept more than a couple times in the shadows of places like this. The vacant and vast landscape drifted on forever, hypnotizing him with the rhythm of the road: the tick of one dashed yellow line after another, the dipping and swooping of telephone wires spaced at regular intervals on wooden poles. The vibrations of the steering wheel pulsating in his hands and arms. He had to sleep.

    He found a barn huddled next to a curve in the road, the morning sun casting its shadow askew, blotting a patch of asphalt with shade. He pulled onto the shoulder and into the shadowed spot and parked the car. He figured he could rest here a while, and when the sun rose a bit further the sudden brightness would wake him.

    In Provo he had stopped at a Laundromat to make a few phone calls. He took some change from the ashtray in the wagon and went to the payphone on the side of the building. Exhaust fans from the dryers vented nearby, blowing steady gusts of gas-fired air and cinders of lint. First he dialed his parents’ house. After the fifth ring he hung up and retrieved his quarter. He contemplated the coin for a moment before redepositing it. He waited for the dial tone and punched in the number for the university Anthropology department. In his head, he calculated the time difference and doubted anyone would be in this early.

    ‘Hello?’ a voice said. Then she corrected herself. ‘I mean Anthropology and Human Sciences department.’ It was Doctor Blanche. A heat that felt like pin pricks spread across the back of Norman’s neck.

    ‘Uh, is Dusty in?’

    There was a pause and Norman figured Doctor Blanche had no idea who this was. He imagined her looking at the in-and-out board. ‘I havent seen him, Norman.’

    On the last word, his name, Norman broke into a sweat. He started to respond, but she interrupted. ‘When are you coming back?’ Then, more professionally, she restated the question, asking how long the grant let him stay out in the field.

    ‘Few weeks,’ Norman said. He looked at the laundry exhaust fans as he spoke, the jets of lint and dust cascading into the air. He had to shout his answer into the phone. ‘Figure it might be midsummer.’

    He imagined Doctor Blanche playing with her necklace charm that rested at the top of her cleavage. She often did this inadvertently while talking on the phone.

    ‘I’d like to hear about it,’ she said.

    ‘My grant?’

    ‘Your whole trip,’ she said. ‘I mean, the whole department is talking about it.’

    Norman laughed, said it was summertime. ‘The whole department is you and Dusty and the secretaries,’ he said.

    At first it seemed like the line had gone dead, then Doctor Blanche said, ‘Well, we’re all talking about it—about you.’

    ‘Is this the drug cartel thing again?’ Norman asked.

    Ever since he had applied for the grant, his colleagues kept dropping by his half-empty office to warn him about the latest news article concerning the drug cartels in the southwest.

    ‘No,’ Doctor Blanche said. ‘We just all want you to come back and tell us what you did out there all by your lonesome.’

    ‘Research.’

    ‘You are out there by yourself, right?’

    ‘Only wrote the grant for me.’

    The phone beeped in his ear and Norman told her so. They paid each other hasty farewells and Norman hung up only after hearing the phone click and the line went dead.

    At first Norman couldnt keep track of how many there were. Sometimes when he awoke a small crowd had gathered around him, staring. Other times, in bouts of fitful waking, he saw but only one or two men. Always the old man stayed close. Jacoby, they called him. This much Norman could remember. The others seemed interchangeable at first—as if they could number just a couple or as many as a score. But in each subsequent waking Norman came to recognize the individual men as distinctly their own beings and counted them to be four or five.

    A hand rested on his forehead. In his confusion, Norman did not know if the hand had been there or if someone had just now placed it there. He opened his eyes.

    ‘Hi there,’ a man said. His face was darkly bearded, streaks of white running from the corners of his mouth and down his chin. Equally dark were his eyes. Through the thick facial hair he smiled, turning the lighter stripes of hair into bowed lines.

    Norman tried to formulate a question, but his mind seemed muddy, slow. He tried to speak, struggling to make any sort of articulation. The bearded man called for his pa and looked back down at Norman.

    The place where Norman now found himself was of another time. Even in his foggy state, he could guess the structure to be from the late eighteen hundreds. The floors where he lay were rough hewn planks, the walls much the same. He stared up at the tresses of the ceiling, the missing slats revealing patches of sky.

    The old man Jacoby entered through a doorway, devoid of any door. A short, curly-haired man followed him, clapping.

    ‘Get him some drink,’ Jacoby said and the two other men left together.

    For a long time, Jacoby and Norman stared at one another.

    ‘You cant figure if youre mad at me or not,’ Jacoby finally said.

    Norman didnt answer. He felt dizzy and the nausea left little time for emotions or controlled thought.

    ‘Your…’ Jacoby searched his mind for the right word—‘dilemma goes like this: I was gonna kill you and that is upsetting.’ He shrugged as if casting his own judgments to mirror those passed by Norman. ‘But then—an act of kindness. I spared your life.’

    ‘You abducted me,’ Norman said.

    Jacoby nodded in agreement. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Part of letting you live meant taking you with us.’

    The two men came back into the house with a stoneware cup, proffering it to their father.

    ‘Mix it up right?’

    ‘Did, yeah.’

    Jacoby eyed the cup and sniffed it. ‘Put in more of one than the other, huh?’

    The bearded man’s head bobbed side to side before he said yeah.

    When Jacoby thanked the bearded man, he called him Oz. Then he blew on the liquid and lowered the cup to Norman’s mouth. At first Norman resisted the supposed act of kindness. But the thought of moisture in his mouth won out and his lips pursed out to the edge of the cup in an effort to consume as much as possible. The drink tasted like a thin mud, a sort of tepid tea.

    ‘Easy now,’ Jacoby said. He tilted the cup back and pulled it from Norman’s lips. The same conundrum of gratefulness and bitterness consumed Norman. He wanted more of the liquid, but couldnt bring himself to ask for it.

    ‘Where am I?’ he asked.

    ‘Youre in my town,’ Jacoby said.

    ‘Your town.’

    ‘Thats right. Call it Jacobyville. Little place. Once you get up the strength I’ll show you around, get you used to it.’

    ‘I’m not staying,’ Norman said. It was a child’s defiance.

    ‘Sorry to hear that,’ Jacoby said. He frowned and studied the stoneware cup he held with both hands. In a slow and deliberate motion, he poured the contents out on the floor. The wizened slats soaked in the tea until the liquid existed as no more than a stain.

    ‘Here.’ He extended one hand to help Norman stand. Reluctantly, Norman took it and they stood together. They walked together, unsteady, to the door of the house. Though the sun set behind them, casting the shadow of the house long and shadowed out into space, Norman squinted.

    The house sat halfway up a craggy slope. Other houses constructed from grayed timbers lay scattered in the folds of the mountainside. From here on this barren slope, Norman could spy a number of structures. Some had skeleton roofs, others had sheets of reddened tin peeled back to expose the beams beneath. At the base of the mountain the land became less rocky and stretched into a pan of tanned dust. The dust turned to haze, then to nothing. At the edge of nothing, the faint outlines of mountains blurred in and out of vision.

    For a time both men looked out over the whole of Jacobyville, the land surrounding it. Jacoby sighed wistfully. ‘Strike out on your own and you’ll die alone,’ he said. ‘Aint nothing round for miles. Not a goddamned thing.’

    Norman scanned the skyline, the nearer landmarks of buildings and boulders. Then, cropped up from the ground like a matchstick, a post stood. Another one stood out a ways from it. Strings stretched between them and the posts continued on in both directions until they looked no more than a filament.

    ‘Youre not going to tell me where we are.’

    ‘Done told you, son. We’re in Jacobyville. You want to leave, go on.’

    ‘You think I wont make it.’

    ‘Nope,’ Jacoby said. ‘I know you wont make it.’

    Suddenly Norman felt weak, hollow. He leaned against the doorframe.

    ‘See, I know the land here. Grew up here. Father was a miner before the town went bust. Family stayed on workin the mines even after most all the town done shuttered up. I knowed this place when it was livin and I know it now.’

    ‘So you renamed the town,’ Norman said. ‘What’d you call it originally?’

    Jacoby clucked his tongue and wagged his finger. ‘We only call it Jacobyville.’

    Pressure began mounting in Norman’s chest, like he was building up the energy to scream. Meanwhile, the old man seemed so serene, staring calmly out over his ghost town. With eyes roving restlessly over the desertscape, Jacoby spoke again, his voice resounding more harshly than before. ‘This town here is what remains when you wake up from a good dream. Most everyones dreamt of something they wanted only to wake and find themselves alone and disappointed. In one moment youre—how will it be said?—living the dream. Then you wake and—’ He turned his whole body to look at Norman, made a magician’s hand gesture and mouthed the word poof. ‘This place here, my Jacobyville, it’s an in-between.’

    Norman spat. ‘I never had any dreams like this.’

    Jacoby sighed and rested one hand on his hip. With his other arm he took Norman by the elbow and led him from the house. ‘I’ll show you around,’ Jacoby said. ‘Walk with me a ways and I’ll show you how we live.’

    Norman considered running away. It was as the old man had said, no one in the village would try to stop him. There were no constraints. He weighed the foreboding words of Jacoby about not making it through the desert and matched those against what he knew of the geography. Some ghost towns could be as many as a hundred miles from a town—a thought that only became daunting if one forgot about the roadways connecting the towns. Finding any mark of the contemporary world would save him; he simply needed to pick a vector and hold to it.

    After a few days’ recuperation, when Norman regained his sense of balance, he tried to leave. Dawn broke and Norman woke. He lay on the floor of Oz’s cabin. The early morning sun shone through the missing patches in the ceiling, throwing lopsided squares of light on the slatted floor. Before bed Norman had positioned himself where the first patches of light would appear, hoping to create a natural alarm clock. It worked.

    He took nothing with him. Perhaps he realized it was not his time to go; that time would come much later. He walked. Out in the distance he studied the line of telephone poles, marking this as a path to civilization. The poles ran southwest to northeast. In the southwest, the poles became swallowed in the slopes of Jacobyville. In the opposite direction the poles disappeared into oblivion. Behind him the sun rose rapidly. He walked faster. The poles—the first destination in his journey—stayed distant things, his goal being the place beyond what he could see.

    As he walked the remnants of Jacobyville populated the land around him. Posts—little more than dry-rot wood with tangles of wire spindled from the top—stood erect, marking the boundaries of properties long since dissolute. A collapsed hovel, a pile of sheet metal and timbers, lay farther out. To his left the land became cultivated into a strange shape he recognized as a dike wall to an earthen reservoir. And indeed he proved himself correct as he stumbled over a pipe running half above the ground. He shook his head, refocused his gaze on the posts and continued onward.

    In the classes he taught at the university, he would have considered Jacobyville a classic example of a boom ghost town. Its mines, the epicenter, were located in the steppes of the small mountain range. Out of the main shaft came the bulk of production. Norman could tell this much from a single glance: an enormous wash had been set up for the workers to separate silver and copper, zinc—whatever material was common in this region—from the lesser elements.

    The lecture itself became a thing of second nature to Norman. He often took slides of ghost towns from his library research and showed them in class. With the lights off and one responsive student ready to turn the carousel on cue, Norman would stand at the back of the lecture hall and describe to the class what they saw and how to really see it.

    ‘The ghost town seems pretty empty, right?’

    One or two students might dutifully nod their heads. Norman continued on. ‘As an anthropologist you have to be able to see what was there. In this regard, our friends over in Archeology can be invaluable.’ He exchanged glances with the student at the projector and the next slide appeared on the pull-down projector screen. The picture showed the inside of a stone building, thousands of cylindrical stones scattered across the floor. ‘Anyone want to take a guess as to what this is?’

    The fan inside the projector hummed. The students stared at the screen intently, avoiding any eye contact as he prowled between the rows of tables. A single pupil ventured a guess, saying it must have been some sort of surveyor’s office and the stones were samples.

    ‘Thats right,’ Norman said. ‘Typically all mining ghost towns have a similar anatomy and the surveyors office is a staple. Being one of the wealthiest and most important men in the town, it wouldnt be unusual for the surveyor to have his dwelling constructed out of stone. The windows might even be glass, which we all know was a major luxury.’

    The next slide showed the entirety of the ghost town from above. The shadow of the airplane remained visible in the slide. Norman approached the front of the room, stepping before the screen. The image of the slide warped across his body. He pointed to a building. ‘This is the office,’ he said. ‘See its close proximity to the main mining operation?’ The students nodded. Toward the back of the room a pencil scratched away on loose leaf paper. ‘We know from historical documents—a census and some manifests—that this town in particular, New Daisy, had a population of three thousand at one point. Yet, aside from the surveyors office and a few shacks, we see very little in the way of residences. Why is that?’

    No one answered. Norman sighed and pointed to the barren lands surrounding the mines in the photo. ‘See this area? This gap between the mines and the smelters, the kilns?’ he asked. ‘This is where the miners lived. In tents. Some might construct shanties, but there were very few permanent structures for residences.’

    Three bumps cropped up on the horizon, near the telephone poles. Norman narrowed his eyes, trying to discern their shape and purpose. He quickened his step until he trotted along at a light jog. Sweat beaded at his hairline. He looked over his shoulder. Jacobyville—the structures remaining from a much older town without name—looked distant now. The bumps became more distinct and Norman recognized them as kilns—configurations made from brick and used to melt down the mined minerals. This marked the beginning of the edge of Jacobyville. Kilns and smelters and any other industrial facility usually sat outside of town and downwind to reduce the risk of fire. Because of their shape, these sorts of kilns were called beehives. The opening in the sidewall was large enough for a man to walk through upright and the domed inside was considerably bigger.

    In any other situation Norman would have stopped to examine the structures—an inspection of the kilns would reveal the materials wrought from these furnaces. He kept going.

    ‘Best to slow down some,’ a voice said.

    Norman stopped and all lay silent. Voices carry in the desert. He turned. The town grew evermore distant. Now the flat bake of the sun washed it out. From out here, there appeared no signs of life.

    ‘Just cause you aint sweatin dont mean you aint dehydrated.’

    No doubt the voice belonged to Jacoby. It seemed to project from the beehive kiln. For a while Norman stood like an animal half-poised for flight. Then he resigned. He traipsed toward the kiln. As he drew closer, he saw Jacoby sitting cross-legged in the aperture. ‘Sweat’ll dry up soon as it leaves your body out here. Sticks in the hair, true enough, but the rest of your body, it just dries on up—evaporates. Can be confusing for a man whos used to soakin through a shirt on a hot day.’ He licked his lips. ‘Goin out to cross the desert means takin in little bits of water, keepin a steady pace—a slow pace.’

    Norman looked at the ground, chewed on the inside of his cheek. Jacoby continued talking. ‘Some folk’ll say the winter is a better time to leave, but it’s just as dry then. Cooler, but just as dry. The dryness is what kills a man.’

    Norman’s nose itched and he used his thumbnail to scratch at it.

    ‘Now followin the lectric lines outta here—now thats clever.’

    Like a child embarrassed by his transgression, Norman looked up at Jacoby and said he was sorry. On the ground before Jacoby lay a dismantled pistol.

    The old man chuckled. ‘You aint got to say sorry. You did like most everone else would do.’ He picked up the butt and forestock of the gun and clamped them back together. Using his thumb, he rotated the chamber. As it spun around, it clicked like the gears of some immortal clock.

    ‘You knew I’d be coming out this way,’ Norman said.

    ‘People have a limited range of reactions,’ Jacoby said. ‘Put a man in a place like this—a place that limits his choices—an you’ll be able to predict what he’s gonna do.’

    ‘You going to let me go?’

    ‘No. Dont figure I should.’ Jacoby reached in his shirt pocket and pulled out a few bullets. He plopped them into the chambers, one by one, leaving the last chamber vacant.

    ‘Youre gonna shoot me then.’ Norman tried to stand straighter when he said it, but the defeat resounded in his voice.

    Again, Jacoby chuckled. ‘You an your limited mind,’ he chided. ‘Live out here for a time an you’ll learn theres no bottom, no limit to what you can do, what youre capable of. Theres more to this life than life an death.’ He patted the ground next to him as if beckoning Norman to hear a bedtime story. At first Norman resisted; then he shrugged and sauntered over and sat next to the old man and they looked out over the creation laying before them—the barren stretch of dirt and dust and sky and wind and nothing.

    ‘Youre eventually gonna kill me, right?’ Norman asked. He stared out into the expanse, doing his best just to ask the question, not look at the man next to him.

    But Jacoby cackled and rubbed his palms together. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you right now, I’m no danger to you.’ He sighed, spat and stared with Norman out into the desert.

    ‘Youre going to tell me that I’m the biggest danger to myself,’ Norman said.

    Jacoby’s head bobbed up and down in agreement, though his sights remained set on the horizon. ‘Youre smart,’ he said. ‘No denyin that. But this place, it’s the stuff you cant think of—thats the stuff thatll kill you.’

    ‘I’m willing to take my chances.’

    ‘Just know theres nothing out there for you,’ Jacoby said.

    Norman disagreed, telling the old man he had a life—a job, an apartment, friends, family, the usual trappings of existence.

    ‘But theyre gone,’ Jacoby said. ‘Youre here an all that you had is gone.’

    ‘No,’ Norman said. ‘I’m going back.’

    He feinted like he was going to stand up. But something in Jacoby’s stare out into the desert gave Norman pause. The old man cleared his throat, swallowed and cleared his throat again.

    ‘While you were asleep, the world ended.’ He said it blank—blank as the space they inhabited.

    It took a few moments for Norman to digest the words. He let out a bark of laughter and began to stand up. Jacoby grabbed the waist of Norman’s pants and pulled him back to the earth. ‘I’m serious—deadly serious. The world you know is gone.’

    ‘This’—Norman pointed back and forth between their faces with his index finger—‘this crazy talk might work with your sons, but it wont work with me. The world isnt over. Youre crazy if you think I’ll buy it. If the world was over, we’d know it. Fallout would be snowing down on us. Heat waves and glowing skies, explosions.’ He squinted at Jacoby and said he was leaving. ‘Shoot me in the back because I’m walking away now.’

    He stood and took a few steps, until he emerged from the growing shadow of the kiln. With each footfall he expected to hear the click of the pistol, but a half dozen steps later only Jacoby’s voice filled the air.

    ‘It started in California,’ he said. ‘The end of the world. The end of society anyway. It started with a loaf of bread.’

    Norman’s steps slowed.

    ‘Everyone thinks the end of civilization will be this great event, that everyone will know about it. An explosion, as you say. An asteroid. A war or famine or disease. There’ll be a war, jets screeching overhead. Tanks in the streets. But the truth is that the places we build are so delicate it’d hardly take some cataclysm to destroy them. The threat—the rumor—of destruction is enough to bankrupt us of our humanity. Thought alone can bring us to our knees.’

    Norman had stopped his walking, but he did not turn around. Instead he looked at the rocky soil beneath his feet. The old man’s voice changed as he spoke—the timbre growing less gruff, more poetic like a man practiced in the art of storytelling.

    ‘Theres a neighborhood where people cant get out. Theyre so poor they cant gather up their belongings and shove on. Rundown houses—shacks really—boarded up Methodist church where they used to hold elections. The streets are cracked and gravelly, trash tumbling down them like bramble. A convenience store run by an Iranian man might just be the only surviving business.’

    He did not know when, but Norman had turned to look at the old man. With the sun past its apex in the sky and the shadow of the kiln stretched out before him like a dakhma woven from shadow and darkness, Norman could no longer see into the void of the kiln, the man contained within. From the darkness, Jacoby’s voice continued telling of how the world collapsed.

    ‘Like so many businesses, this Iranians goods arrived through a complex system of transportation—rails an trucks, warehouses an boats. The toils of some slave labor factored by some accountant into the cost of a box of cereal or a pair of jeans. The folks in this neighborhood hate the Iranian. They hate his success; they hate that he does not give his goods away in charity. They hate his skin color and they hate his accent. The people in this neighborhood look at his storefront with the wrought iron bars across the windows an his tricolor banner with suspicion. The only reason he is allowed to exist is that he has bread.

    ‘And one day this bread does not come. Maybe the bread provider stopped distributing to this neighborhood because the cost of gasoline climbed to nearly three dollars a gallon and it was no longer economic to deliver goods to this place. Maybe the truck had a flat or the driver quit. Maybe the driver died of a heart attack while sittin at a stoplight. No one really knows. Whats important is that the bread did not come and a small congress of families became upset. They pointed at the Iranian an accused him of withholdin products so he could gouge them on the price. Simple words escalated into shoutin an passers-by stopped outside the storefront. The Iranian pushed people from his store, condemning them in his tongue. A blow was struck somewhere in the midst of the commotion, then another and another.

    ‘But lockin the neighborhood people out of his store did nothing to stop the torrent of madness already unleashed on this world. The neighborhood in some collective madness began assaulting the storefront—bottles an cans, rocks, a hammer. Then, of course, fire.’

    The old man made a guttural noise and shook his head.

    ‘By the time anyone responded the entire neighborhood had become a place of rioting an what men in skyscrapers—the types who wear suits an drive shiny cars—what they would call senseless violence. What those men dont realize is that violence is the only thing that makes any sense in this godforsaken world. When everything else falls apart—your government or the church or family—violence becomes the only natural conclusion. It is who we are at our base.’

    ‘The store,’ Norman prompted. ‘What happened with the store?’

    From the shadows Norman could hear Jacoby’s laughter rumbling again. ‘You want me to tell you—or do you want to wander off into the desert an find out for yourself?’

    Norman stepped closer, into the veil of shadow from the kiln. The sun became obscured and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust.

    ‘Tell me,’ Norman said.

    Jacoby obliged. ‘Like plucking the keystone out of an arch, the whole thing collapsed in on itself. The poor in this neighborhood rioted an the riots spread into the business district where men in suits worked. Some of these men were killed and it outraged their families and they demanded retribution. By the time the police stepped in, they did not know how to control the mob and they resorted to violence. News of the police actions spread an the National Guard was called in to restore peace. But there was no peace to restore—just a system to return to. A system where the poor depended on the Iranian. Across the towns of California folks became enraged. Some saw the Iranian as a symbol of greed and they attacked anyone with skin of that color. Bread trucks became targets for the rioters and soon bread delivery ceased along certain routes. Others saw the police an military as the enemy. The governor tried to say something, hopin the words might help, but they went unnoticed, the violence spreadin across the country incited by headlines an folk stories.

    ‘It didnt take a bomb. It didnt take a plague or something born of revelation an scripture. Death is rarely so glorious as we make it in the mind. Centuries of city buildin an lawmakin—then it’s gone.’

    The men stared at each other in measured silence. Norman tried to read the expression on the old man’s face, to see if he hid some guile. But he found none.

    ‘I dont believe you,’ Norman said.

    ‘Dont you?’ Jacoby asked in return. ‘What dont you believe?’

    ‘Any of it.’

    ‘As I told you how these events came to pass you thought of the times you saw your father grow angry with a store for not stockin a product, of the times your mother muttered something under her breath about the country lettin their kind—whoever that was—in. Youve seen the news an watched, some part of you secretly envious of the rioters settin fire to cars and throwin bricks at the police officers.’

    Norman felt light-headed. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I think if I walked through the desert and reached a town, I’ll find out that the story you just told me is completely bogus. I think youre a—a man who needs someone to lie to.’

    Jacoby grinned, amused at this prospect. ‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘You could very well hoof it through the desert an reach a town in a few days time. The townsfolk will talk to you, tell you the world kept truckin along. But the reality is still there. The world will have ended for you.’ He leaned forward and dropped his voice as if there were prying ears about. ‘The worlds we live in are fragile, son. They are held together by what we cannot see. And now youve seen.’

    ‌
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    When the desert heat intensified to a blistering constant burn, Jacoby announced they would leave on an excursion.

    ‘Take us a week in all,’ he said.

    The entirety of the village gathered in the barn. The building itself sat in the fold where two slopes ran together. Some years ago a rockslide knocked in the rear supports of the structure, filling the back end of it with rubble and sagging the roof. Even with these deficits, the barn remained the largest of the buildings in Jacobyville and became, by default, the meeting hall for their settlement. Because of its location, the barn received little in the way of sunlight and little in the way of wind. Norman surmised that the more perishable goods might have been stored here once upon a time.

    Norman took a seat on the dirt floor, picking at shafts of straw scattered around him. He nodded at Oz who returned the gesture. Since he had stayed, this had become their way of silently greeting each other. His brother, the curly-haired son, was never so quiet. All called him Gay Jim—never just Jim. As Norman made eye contact with him, Gay Jim began with the whooping. The sounds were almost canine—a yowling and yipping punctuated by stutters of idiotic argot. He stank of sweat and moldered clothing. Sometimes the intensity of his stench in the desert heat caused Norman to gag.

    ‘Whatre we talkin bout here?’ Raybur asked. How a man like Raybur managed to keep any fat on his frame in a place like this bewildered Norman. His eyes glinted deep in their pudgy sockets. He spoke like he moved—slow and deliberate.

    ‘Run down to Clarks Crick, get some supplies, freshen up.’

    Raybur’s wife, Martha, asked the next question. ‘Doin any dealings while you down yonder?’

    ‘Figured I would.’

    Raybur and Martha whispered in each other’s ear. Meanwhile, Gay Jim worked himself up, whooping and clapping, forcing Jacoby to acknowledge the racket. ‘Oz,’ Jacoby said. ‘Take your brother out of here. Walk him round.’

    The two children who played in the corner followed the brothers out of the building. Gay Jim whooped and they heard him take off into a sprint, the gravel crunching under foot until the sound faded into nothing. Oz called after him, to no avail, and he began to swear and the children giggled in return until he told them to go on and git.

    Jacoby smiled at those few left in the barn. ‘My boys,’ he said. He shook his head, then refocused on the matter at hand. ‘Trips gonna be a hard one. Wont deny that. The salt licks are bound to be hotter than a skillet.’ Everyone nodded in agreement. Since the days had grown into this furnace heat, Norman had become more aware of how long he had been gone. The grant he drafted allowed him to stay out in the desert until mid-June. After mid-June the desert became unbearable, too dangerous to survive. Though he never counted the days, he figured it to be July by now.

    ‘It’ll be a tough one an we’ll have to go light,’ Jacoby said. ‘Thats why I’m only takin my boys an Norman here.’

    Norman heard his name and looked up. All the villagers looked at him.

    Raybur shifted on his rump and said he wasnt certain if that was a good idea.

    ‘Shit, you done take dead weight with you.’ The statement came from the corner where Lucas Brown stood. He spat on the ground and glowered at Norman. ‘You headin to Clarks Crick, you dont need no cityboy.’

    Norman tried to find a place to interject, but Jacoby spoke first.

    ‘He’s got to see how we make a livin at some point,’ Jacoby said. ‘Me an my boys’ll give him a good introduction.’

    ‘Lemme go long,’ Raybur said. ‘Been a spell since I been down Clarks Crick way.’ He waited, knowing he needed more justification, then added he could carry Norman if he passed out from exhaustion.

    Jacoby mulled the proposition, then advised them all to pack light. ‘Leave the shotguns an rifles. Be a pistol only show.’ He directed his attention to Martha. ‘You be alright without Raybur?’

    ‘I’ll make it just fine,’ she said.

    ‘You’ll care for our Madonna then?’

    Lucas Brown forced a cough and Raybur’s gaze shot over at Norman.

    ‘Of course I will,’ Martha said. When she said it, she also fixed Norman with a look.

    ‘Good.’ Jacoby clapped his hands. ‘We’ll leave just after midnight.’

    The mention of an excursion sent Jacobyville into a bustle. Each man went to his respective house and readied his gear. Across the gulf of graveled railings the denizens of this place called back and forth to one another.

    ‘Rope?’ Oz yelled out from the door of his house.

    Down the slope, in the shack perched on a stone shelf, Raybur yawped back, saying he had rope.

    ‘Shells?’ he called back up the slope.

    ‘Damn it,’ Oz sighed. He began looking through some crates, cursing as he went when Jacoby’s voice cracked out across the chasm. ‘No shotgun, no shells. Pack light.’

    Packing light came as second nature to Norman. When he left Indiana for the desert, he only filled half of the back of the station wagon. Dusty had stopped by the apartment with a six pack of beers.

    He opened the fridge. ‘You should toss out that milk before you go,’ he said. ‘Turn to cheese by the time you get back.’

    Norman sat on the arm of the couch in the living room. The only divider between the kitchen and the living room was a waist-high counter, which often served as a bar. Dusty leaned on it and used a bottle opener he kept as a keychain to open the beverages.

    ‘Youre sure you want to do this?’

    Norman leaned over and took the beer from the counter. ‘What? Have a drink with the likes of you? I guess I can stomach it.’ He took a long sip of beer.

    Dusty paid Norman a courtesy laugh. ‘I mean heading out into the damned desert for a month.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘Yeah,’ Dusty said.

    ‘Whats the problem then?’

    ‘The timing I guess.’

    They both took long drinks this time.

    ‘It’ll help to get away from here,’ Norman said. ‘When I get back I’m gonna sign a lease over at Oakdale Apartments. Get a smaller place.’

    Dusty nodded. ‘Probably best to get out of this place,’ he said. Then he asked where Norman had been sleeping.

    ‘On the couch,’ Norman said and they both looked at the door to the bedroom.

    Dusty brought the bottle most of the way to his lips then asked if Norman would have to repaint the walls.

    ‘Yeah. Landlord said we’d have to when we first began painting the walls. Told us we’d have to put a coat of primer back over it.’

    They quieted themselves for a long while before Dusty spoke again. ‘Hey, man, no one thought Grace was, uh, that she was doing all the things she was doing. We were all as surprised as you were.’

    Norman traced his finger around the lip of the bottle and said no one was as surprised as he was.

    ‘True,’ Dusty said. ‘Lot about folks we dont know.’

    Norman drained the last of his beer and sat cradling the bottle in his hands. ‘Whatre you getting at?’

    ‘I understand wanting to get away because of everything that happened with Grace, but then theres this whole thing with Doctor Blanche.’

    ‘Yeah,’ Norman said. ‘That thing.’

    ‘Man, listen—no one actually thinks anything happened.’

    ‘People are talking then?’

    Dusty bobbed his head side to side. ‘Well, yeah, of course everyones talking. I mean—’

    ‘These fucking women.’ Norman swigged his beer. ‘What am I supposed to do about it?’

    Dusty wedged his empty bottle between the couch cushions. ‘Stay here,’ he said. ‘Defend yourself. Running out into the middle of the desert country where a bunch of crazies and drug-fueled communes are looks like youre running away.’

    ‘Like admitting I’m guilty.’

    ‘Just say it, man—one way or the other.’ Dusty’s eyes connected with Norman’s and his jaw tightened. ‘Shit,’ he said. ‘You did do it. Doctor Blanche didnt imagine anything. You did it for real.’

    For a moment Norman seemed to contemplate an answer by looking at the label on his empty bottle. Then he swung it in a single arcing motion until it exploded on the side of Dusty’s head.

    ‘You ready?’ Oz asked.

    Norman took a moment to process the question. ‘Dont really have anything to get ready.’

    Oz scoped out the living quarters Norman claimed as his—a few rags of clothing and a three-legged stool he’d salvaged from somewhere.

    ‘Right,’ Oz said. ‘We’ll take care of you then.’

    Gay Jim hooted in agreement and slung a knapsack across his chest.

    ‘Here.’ Oz pulled a pistol from his belt and handed it to Gay Jim who stuffed it into the pocket of his trousers.

    ‘That a good idea?’ Norman asked.

    ‘Why wouldnt it be?’

    Much of a fire wasnt needed. The night still burned with the heat of the day, the ground radiating warmth, the air still ablaze. A full moon cast the space aglow so all appeared as bone and ice. Still, the villagers gathered around the flames Lucas Brown fanned into existence.

    ‘What kind of business you up to?’ he asked.

    Jacoby sighed, said business was business. ‘Errands.’

    ‘Gonna give the greenhorn a gun?’ Lucas Brown asked and he nodded toward Norman.

    Jacoby spat into the fire and craned his neck back to examine the starfield above. A few embers fluttered up and disappeared into the celestial menagerie. ‘Time for us to be gettin.’

    ‘Youre not gonna give me a gun,’ Norman said.

    ‘No,’ Jacoby said. He looked at the people gathered around the fire. ‘Dont think it’s prudent to—not just yet anyways.’

    ‘Pa—’ Oz began.

    Jacoby held up a hand to silence his son. He directed his words at Norman. ‘You done chose to walk with us,’ he said. ‘But before I give you the power that comes along with totin a gun around, I want you to see exactly what it is we do.’

    ‘I never chose this,’ Norman said.

    ‘You what?’

    ‘You all kidnapped me,’ Norman said. ‘I never chose this.’

    Lucas Brown flapped his arms in exasperation as if to say Norman’s statement proved his point.

    ‘You did choose,’ Jacoby said. He leaned forward so his elbow rested on his knee. The fire cast the white of his beard into a furious oranged glow. ‘You begged me not to shoot you. You chose. You drove out here in your station wagon, supplies in the trunk. You drove out here with a plan. You chose alright.’

    Norman opened his mouth to speak, but no words formulated. Jacoby spoke for him. ‘Youre gonna say you would never choose this. But you are wrong. Whatever happened in your previous life—your time before this time—is gone and you wanted it that way. You chose to leave an you had no intention of returnin.’

    Norman looked at the faces studying him: Oz and Jacoby, both by the fireside; Martha and her husband stalking off into the shadows; Lucas Brown standing smugly outside the circle. Somewhere the children laughed and a part of Norman’s mind wondered who watched over them.

    ‘You will love us,’ Jacoby said.

    Norman shook his head imperceptibly. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I cant think of anything less likely.’

    ‘I knowed we shouldve put him in the mine with his car,’ Lucas Brown said. ‘First chance he gets, he’ll run.’

    ‘Already tried to,’ Oz said. ‘Pa caught him trying to foller those lectric lines outta here.’

    ‘Fuckin fool thing to do,’ Lucas Brown said.

    Jacoby stood up, the bones in his back cracking. The orange left his beard and now he appeared as a frosted figure, his face coated in a shade of winter. He kicked the logs of the fire until the flames subsided and only the coals glowed red and orange. He made a pouring motion and Martha came from the shadows and picked up a tin percolator and dumped it on the fire. Hissing plumes of steam rose up in the air. With the toe of his boot, Jacoby mixed the water into ash until it formed a paste. Then he stooped and dipped his hands in it and implored his sons to do likewise. They rubbed the mixture on their faces and forearms, behind their ears and down their shins.

    Norman felt a hand heavy on his shoulder and the deep voice of Raybur buzzed in his ear. ‘Better rub yourself down,’ he said. ‘Less you wanna fry come sunup.’

    They walked for several hours, guided by constellations before the sash of sunrise unfurled behind them and chased the luminary vessels from their heaven homes. Hunger gnawed in the pit of Norman’s stomach, but he dared not speak—for none had spoken since leaving Jacobyville. They continued on like silent pilgrims who undertook some sacred march. Even Gay Jim did not whoop or holler—only the occasional discordant noise echoing in his throat. The paste of mud and ash dried on Norman’s face and arms and began cracking. Flakes fallen from his neck itched down inside his shirt. The men walked in single file, Jacoby leading the way. Twice they passed a waterbag up and down the line. Norman barely gulped a mouthful of water before having it snatched from his hands by Raybur.

    ‘Days breakin,’ Jacoby said. And already a sliver of sun crested the horizon. When they looked back, the outcropping of mountains they set out from could be witnessed in their full range—and the whole of the range appeared as an island with the plaintive stretch of dirt on all sides.

    Oz caught Norman looking back at Jacobyville, at the mountains.

    ‘Never in a million years would somebody guess we got a town there,’ he said.

    Gay Jim, who followed Oz, laughed and slapped his leg.

    Jacoby called from the front of the line. ‘Keep it down, boys. We got a piece to go yet. We’ll rest up here in a few hours.’

    By midmorning the full fury of the sun blasted down on the itinerants. Sweat soaked into the mud and ash compound turning it back into a paste. Drops of the protective coating rolled down into Norman’s eyes. He could not use his fingers to wipe away the grime as they too were coated. He blinked, trying to clear his vision, but it was no use. Tears welled up and irrigated the dirt.

    She had told him to keep blinking; he shouldnt be splashing water around inside the dig. ‘It might contaminate the findings,’ she said.

    ‘Problem is I got too much natural irrigation,’ Norman replied.

    Even when they stood still, they would sweat. Up in the mountains, in this part of Appalachia, the summers became a sweltering sauna. But the opportunity to jointly excavate an early settlement with other universities over the break was simply too good to refuse.

    Norman blinked few more times, used the back of his wrist to rub his eyes clear of moisture and looked at Grace. Her skin was shiny with perspiration, the fabric of her shirt stuck to her body. Smudges of dirt marked her face and her hands.

    They stood knee-deep in a dig, carefully stepping around the skeletons. Two weeks before, they had stumbled across this place while looking for any peripheral sites of interest. Grace found a slice of stone embedded in the ground. She had correctly guessed it to be the foot of a gravemarker, broken years ago.

    The professors overseeing the excavation of Whitetail Pass deemed the small graveyard to be less important than the other digs. The bulk of the settlement lay two miles farther up the valley, the site of a winter avalanche that buried the entire population over one hundred and fifty years ago. Grace had insisted on excavating her find and Norman had offered to help. Together they uncovered what now appeared to be a mass grave. The skeletons lay entangled and twisted, thrown into the shallow grave without ceremony.

    ‘Diseased or criminals,’ Norman had speculated.

    But it was Grace who said, no, this was something else. She stooped, picked a leg bone—a fibula—from the ossuary and held it into the sun. Notches, like tallies cut to mark the passage of days, adorned the bone.

    ‘Knife marks,’ she said.

    The skeletons they pulled from the grave all had these markings.

    They squatted together in the grave over a ribcage.

    ‘Female,’ Norman said and he patted the pelvis bone as evidence. His hand drifted up the naked form to the broken sternum, the stubs of rib there. He picked up a chunk of bone and saw it had broken along a scored line. ‘They cut her chest,’ he said. Then he said they filleted her breasts.

    ‘Cannibalism?’ Grace said.

    Norman stood, looked up the valley toward the settlement, then back down into the grave, the few skeletons laying within.

    ‘If the entire village is destroyed, it doesnt mean everyone had to die. These might have been the survivors of the avalanche.’

    ‘And because the village and the pass were sealed off, the food was buried, they had to eat each other.’

    ‘The proof is in the bones,’ Norman said. ‘The cut marks are evidence of taking the most flesh, of carving meat.’

    Grace stood, taking a careful step around the skeleton. She kissed Norman on the cheek. ‘You Indiana boys know your way around a graveyard,’ she said.

    Gay Jim let out a whoop that jarred Norman back to reality. Behind him Raybur laughed. ‘He takes some gettin used to,’ he said. ‘Hes just excited cause he can see the rest spot up ahead.’

    Again, Norman blinked, trying to see what lay ahead, but to no avail. Not until they drew closer could he see the source of jubilation. A small outcropping of rocks, alien in form, bubbled from the earth. They hued the same bleached and sickly color as the land around them. Almost as inexplicable was the presence of a broke down pickup truck. Without wheels or glass or doors, only the rusted metal body betrayed its original identity as a vehicle.

    ‘Alright,’ Jacoby said. He set his knapsack on the ground beside the biggest rock. ‘Lets set her up, then we’ll eat.’

    The boys and Raybur took a stretch of tarpaulin and unfolded it. Each corner of the tarpaulin was grommeted and threaded with a short piece of rope. The brothers used the ropes to tie it to the truck frame. Raybur tugged on his edge, pulling Norman along with him, and they secured their end to the rocks.

    When all was secure, they crawled under the tarpaulin and the sun’s rays dampened somewhat. Heat, however, still seemed to radiate from the earth itself. Norman propped himself against one of the boulders, but leaned forward when it scorched his back through the fabric of his shirt.

    ‘Get some shuteye,’ Jacoby said. ‘We’ll eat here in a little bit—once the sun passes overhead.’

    Already Gay Jim and Oz snored. Raybur took off his shirt and folded it to use as a pillow. Jacoby did not settle in, though; he peered out across the desert, as if he could see his village from here, as if he could see across time—what lay behind them and what still lay ahead.

    Breaking the bottle on Dusty’s head didnt render him unconscious like Norman thought it might. He’d seen a lot of westerns where a damsel would sneak up on a man—usually a man with his gun drawn—the music heightened, and she’d smash the bottle over his head. Depending on the actor, his eyes might roll backward before falling to the floor. In Dusty’s case, he clutched his temple, where blood already started matting down his hair. Norman dropped the broken remainder of the bottle and moved from the couch. In other movies, the jagged neck of glass proved to be a lethal weapon. Dusty threw his bottle at Norman and missed. It exploded against the wall and one of the resulting shards caught Norman in the cheek, drawing a thin line of blood.

    ‘Youre a goddamned lunatic,’ Dusty said, still holding his head.

    For a moment, Norman stood dumbfounded—not just by his own actions, but by the accusation that precipitated the outburst. ‘I—I thought that maybe—’

    Dusty took a dishtowel from the bar and pressed it to his wound. Bloodstains soaked it red immediately. ‘You know what? Run the fuck away. Run away and when you come back, we’re gonna crucify you.’

    Norman’s mouth moved, but it formed no speech. Dusty shoved past Norman, walking through the beer-soaked carpet and flecks of colored glass. ‘You know what?’ he said. ‘I dont feel bad for Grace,’ he said. The door to the apartment opened and slammed and Norman was alone.

    Their meal consisted of meager portions of jerky and a handful of oat bran.

    ‘Better goin down if you take a swaller of water with it,’ Oz said.

    Norman heeded the advice and funneled the handful of bran into his mouth then chased it with water from the bag. He took a hard swallow and the bran hit the bottom of his stomach like a rock.

    ‘You piss yet?’ Jacoby asked.

    ‘What?’

    Jacoby asked again if Norman had pissed any since leaving Jacobyville.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Give him another few swigs,’ Jacoby said. Raybur sighed and passed the waterbag back over to Norman.

    ‘Pissin is a sign of life,’ Jacoby said. ‘You stop pissin, you stop livin.’

    Norman tipped the bag up and let the water drain into his mouth.

    ‘Easy now,’ Raybur said. He pulled the bag back. ‘Dont want to drink too much either. Flood your system.’

    Gay Jim chewed his strip of jerky with his mouth open, flecks of bran on his lips. He nodded in agreement.

    Norman’s mouth felt caked and dry, his legs too weak to stand. ‘Why dont you just leave me here?’ he asked.

    Neither Oz nor Raybur seemed especially surprised by the request. Gay Jim paid the inquiry no mind. Norman asked again and the men turned to Jacoby. And when the old man answered that leaving Norman here would ultimately mean death, Norman said he would take his chances.

    ‘I wont tell anyone about your village,’ he said.

    As he often did, Jacoby laughed at Norman’s assumptions. ‘You think thats why youre a captive? You think I’m afraid people will know about my village, how me and mine live?’ He snorted, said to go on tell people about his village. ‘See if they believe you—all those people who live in the world thats already over. They wont hear of it. They cant fathom someone like me. I’m a myth, a childhood story, a tall tale.’

    ‘People know about desert hermits,’ Norman said. ‘Youre not as unique as you think you are. People are always talking about the hippies and the desert dwellers.’

    Raybur laughed and shook his head, exchanging knowing glances with Jacoby.

    ‘You really believe thats all there is to it, huh?’ Oz asked.

    Jacoby didnt wait for Norman’s response. ‘Your mind is small, professor boy. Your world limits you. Go ahead and run along.’ He made a shooing motion and the other men chuckled. ‘Done told you, I aint gonna harm you. I promise.’

    Norman sat mutely.

    ‘You stay because you want to understand us,’ Jacoby said. ‘It’s your line of work, understandin people an how they live, yes?’

    Norman nodded, said it was.

    ‘But really, what you really want to know is how you work—what your limits are.’ As he glanced at his comrades, they nodded in silent agreement, even Gay Jim. ‘And the things you can do are astounding. Stayin alive is just the beginning.’ He stopped to contemplate his next words, then said, ‘I’ll tell you what, you stick with us for a spell an you’ll learn how to survive on your own. You could escape—but by then you wont want to.’

    Norman looked out across the desert from under the tarpaulin. The land spanned out like skin stretched tight. The blue of the sky met the dust of the land in a violent contrast. It hurt his eyes.

    From behind him, Jacoby’s voice came low and soothing, nearly a whisper. ‘Just say it, son. Admit that this is what you want. Admit that you know nothing and you want to learn.’

    Above them, the tarpaulin rippled with a slight breeze. ‘Yes,’ Norman said. He closed his eyes. ‘I’m yours.’

    Norman and Grace had grown more secretive since their find. They left the home base of other archeologists and anthropologists, the jumble of cots and air mattresses assembled in the church basement of a nearby town, leaving before daylight. They hitched a ride with another field crew and asked to be dropped off a mile south of their site so they could walk in. Norman talked of their find, calling it Grace’s discovery.

    ‘What we uncovered wrecks the idea that early settlers in this valley were peaceful types—pioneers with brimmed hats and buckle shoes or whatever crap theyre telling them in school.’ He slowed his pace to catch his breath. Already the mountain humidity labored his breathing. ‘This shows they were a gruesome lot, that life was hard.’

    Grace looked sidelong at Norman. ‘Want to slow down?’ she asked.

    And they slowed their pace.

    ‘Where you from again?’ he asked. She had never said, but she played along.

    ‘Saint George, out in Utah,’ she said.

    ‘Got folks from all over,’ Norman said. ‘See the guys from Massachusetts?’

    ‘The ones doing the archival work in town?’

    ‘Yeah, them.’

    ‘Yeah, what about them?’

    ‘Ever been out to Plymouth, the villages they reconstruct out there?’

    Grace said she hadnt. ‘This is the farthest Ive been from home. I got an older sister whos jealous of me right now.’

    Norman debated how he wanted to answer, then he asked what her sister did for a living.

    ‘Picks up truckers,’ she said. ‘Says she wants a man who can take her places.’

    They rounded the bend in the gravel drive that led to their graveyard. The plastic sheet they staked over the dig still held in place, the morning condensation pooling on it. Together they loosed the stakes from the corners and pulled it back. The bones lay as they had the day before and before that and for a hundred years before that. Finally Grace asked why Norman was interested in the researchers from Massachusetts.

    ‘That tourism shit is big business,’ Norman said. ‘Go to these historical reenactments and it’s like visiting Coney Island. These guys from Massachusetts are employed by these folks. Think there wasnt cannibalism and rape and terrible things happening in Jamestown or Roanoke or Williamsburg?’

    Grace knelt next to a skeleton, the skull mostly free of the soil around it. ‘So you think theres evidence of this sort of activity and they just cover it up?’

    Norman set the supply cases of shovels and brushes down and put his hands on his hips. ‘You think I’m a conspiracy theorist?’

    Gently, Grace worked her fingers under the skull bones and began to work it free. Without needing to ask, Norman handed her a small shovel with a rounded end. She began to pry the bone loose. ‘You are, arent you?’

    He knelt next to her, using a metal rod with a plastic tip to leverage the bone. When it pulled free of the soil, it left an imprint. ‘I guess I am as long as the conspiracy is true.’

    They pondered the skull for a while, its chalked bone tincture matching the white haze of the mountain morning. Norman felt her hand rest on his leg then slide upward. He turned and kissed the corner of her mouth as she murmured, ‘Tell me what you think is true.’

    ‌


‌3.

    Clarks Crick was a misnomer. Like most ghost towns, no source of water could be found. When these settlements were said to dry up, it happened on the most literal of levels. The ruts of the arroyos nearby posited some evidence of water flowing here occasionally, but nothing steady—nothing to live on.

    The few buildings of the town stood as little more than skeletons, the only major structure being a long wooden wash. The men fanned out amongst the buildings, their guns drawn. Norman walked with Oz. Every few steps they paused and listened.

    ‘Whats going on?’ Norman whispered.

    Oz shook his head, put his fingers to his mouth and unleashed a shrill whistle. On the other side of the small town, Jacoby did the same. Somewhere in between Raybur sounded off too. They reconvened near the wash.

    ‘Nothin I could see,’ Raybur said as he approached the group. The brothers agreed and Jacoby said this was good.

    ‘Oz an Gay Jim’ll take care of our water situation,’ he said. ‘Raybur, I want you to keep a lookout while Norm an me do a little diggin around.’

    Typical for a town of the old west, the dead were buried outside of the town-proper and downwind. Most people who died here were put into the earth without regard—no grave, no marker; just buried in their underclothes. Should there be a marker, it consisted of a crude cross made of two waste pieces of lumber and a few misshapen nails. But if a child died, the rules changed. The headstone for a child’s grave stood the tests of time—their names etched into granite or marble or limestone. Norman had been looking at one such headstone when his world changed some weeks before.

    There had only been his breathing. And when he held his breath, the thundering of his heartbeat became audible. In the grave before him an aged wooden coffin, no longer than two-and-a-half-feet long, lay broken open. The delicate and sickly yellow bones of an infant were strewn about the site. The ribs reached up like slender ghostly fingers ready to clasp shut in a prayer of atonement. Tiny vertebrae segmented like a fossilized centipede, the skull smashed like pottery. He stood looking at the grave, his mind at a standstill. He had come upon it like this and knew from the cleaved heaps of soil that no animal could have done this. Turning around once, he examined the land about him, this patch of place they once called New Daisy. Not a soul in sight.

    He approached the headstone, taking care to step around the disturbed skeleton, and examined the marker. Bits of lichen in the inscribed letters. The surface felt grainy, eaten away by sand and dust and age. He drew a pad of paper from his pocket and ripped out a sheet. Then, angling the pencil, he began to rub across the name on the stone, hoping to produce a legible rendering of the inscription. He leaned in close, rubbing vigorously up and down. Droplets of sweat sprouted on his scalp. Had it not been so dry, the beads might have rolled down. Instead they merely evaporated.

    Then a chunk of the headstone exploded. Dust and splinters of stone pelted his face. The two-tone report of the gunshot disappeared as quickly as it resounded. Debris temporarily blinded him. He squinted and stumbled, taking refuge behind the headstone. He could hear nothing over his panting.

    For a split second Norman thought the incident was a delusion. Then another gunshot glanced off the top of the headstone, making a long beaming sound and sending flakes of rock onto the top of his head. He pulled his legs up to his chest. Tears from the irritation in his eye cleared the dust. The arroyo ran just on the other side of the fence—that slackened strand of wire strung between driftwood posts. He could duck between headstones and lunge for it. From there he could make a run through the twisted route of the dry riverbed and make his way back to his station wagon.

    He ran headlong like a sprinter stretching out his body to meet the finish line. Another gunshot and something jarred Norman’s step—a low-lying gravemarker. He stumbled, blinded by a jumble of dust, sound, sun, pain. A burning raw and ragged pain laced under his arm where the wire caught him and his world went blank, washed over in white.

    ‘Right here,’ Jacoby said. He struck a shovel into the rocky soil and sliced through Norman’s thoughts. The two of them began scooping dirt aside, each to an opposite bank. The tombstone read the girl’s name and called her a child of God. She had lived for two days.

    ‘A man like you spends a lot of time in his head,’ Jacoby said between shovelfuls of dirt.

    ‘Hows that?’ Norman asked.

    ‘Just now, you wasnt even really here,’ Jacoby said. He worked more rapidly than Norman, yet never seemed out of breath. ‘You were thinkin.’

    ‘Rememberings more like it.’

    ‘Same thing.’

    ‘I wouldnt say that,’ Norman said.

    Jacoby stepped down into the oblong hole. Enough dirt had been shoveled out that he needed a better position to continue digging. ‘You dont remember much from the time I took you til the time you done woke back up,’ he said.

    For a moment, Norman tried to recollect the shadowed figures who hovered over him, what the land in transit looked like—those passing images between then and now.

    ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘I guess I dont.’

    ‘Suppose I tell you Jacobyville is fifty miles south-southwest of New Daisy and if you did foller those lectric lines outta there, you’d hit a small town in two days time.’

    Unsure if these words were truth or jape, Norman recounted their earlier conversation. ‘You mean I would have found that town—before the world ended from lack of bread.’

    Jacoby leaned, scooped another shovelful of dirt and tossed it onto the growing heap next to the open pit. He chuckled at the answer. ‘Look at yourself, son. World ended or no, there’d still be buildings an such.’

    ‘So I’d find another ghost town.’

    ‘Sure, lets call it that.’

    Norman inhaled sharply through his nose and changed the grip on his shovel. He studied Jacoby, looking down on the old man from the edge of the grave. Sun blazed through the hermit’s threadbare shirt. Sweat peeled the caked dirt off his skin in curls of crust. He imagined swinging his shovel and splitting Jacoby’s skull open. If he did it in a single blow, neither the brothers nor Raybur might hear it. He could even lay Jacoby in the hole and toss some dirt on him.

    ‘There you go again,’ Jacoby clucked. ‘Always thinkin, aint you?’ He tapped his forefinger against his temple. ‘What was it this time? Were you free from here again? Were you second guessin those words you said when you said you would stay with us?’

    ‘Whats the name of this abandoned town youre talking about?’ Norman asked.

    ‘Who said it was abandoned?’

    Norman stomped on the edge of his shovel, said he always hated riddles.

    ‘No riddles, son,’ Jacoby said. He continued to dig as he spoke. ‘Just common sense is all. Like I done said, your world is small. Your thoughts are small.’

    Norman began to reject the old man’s words, but Jacoby began to explain: ‘When the world ends you people all think the same way. Buildings disappear. People turn into air. The idea that the world cant exist without us is small minded.’ He shook his head as if in pity. ‘When the world ends like it did—an you’ll see well enough that it is gone, all of it—it’s still the same place we left behind. People havent turned to dust. Buildings will still stand. But the thing, the unknowable thing that made that place an time a reality for you—that will be gone.’

    The sudden knock of Jacoby’s shovel on wood interrupted his explanation.

    ‘Yee-haw, cowboy,’ Jacoby said. He winked at Norman. Together they cleared the dirt from the coffin lid. Jacoby pulled a knife from his boot and used the broad edge of the blade to pull at the boards. The wood splintered as Jacoby lifted the top of the small coffin. He sheathed the knife, straddled the void and reached inside. Norman took a step back and Jacoby lifted the contents into the air. The small, ragged corpse of the infant toughened and held together by sinew and desiccated skin, the clothes like gauze and turned the color of the desert itself. The tiny mouth ayawp like it had been awakened from a hundred years’ sleep. Jacoby held it in both hands, elevated above his head as if this child—this long dead baby—constituted a sacrifice to a droll god who is without pity, without humor, without impunity.

    The noise of the coffin crackling open drew the attention of Raybur and the brothers. Gay Jim stumbled twice on his way to the grave. Oz toted several canvas bags, dripping their contents onto the bleached earth. Somewhere in this forsaken place, he found and collected water.

    ‘Good find?’ Raybur called from behind the boys.

    ‘Aye,’ Jacoby said. He lowered the child, looked into the tiny face where all the flesh disintegrated into a yellowed parchment pulled flat and tight across the bone. ‘She’s a beauty.’

    Raybur walked to Jacoby’s side and they traded the corpse. When he looked upon the dead child, Raybur did not coo or ogle the baby as Jacoby had. Instead, he used his free hand to pull a pocketknife from his belt. He opened it with one hand, then used the small blade to poke inside the mouth.

    ‘Whatre you doing?’ Norman asked.

    ‘Checkin the merchandise,’ Oz said.

    ‘He’s doing what now?’

    Oz repeated himself, said this is part of living out in the desert.

    ‘Youre a smart fella,’ Jacoby said. Raybur probed the baby further with the knife. ‘You tell me whats goin on here.’

    Gay Jim plopped contentedly to the ground and crossed his legs.

    ‘Well.’ Norman crouched, resting his elbows on his knees. ‘Youre graverobbers, right?’

    Even Raybur smirked at the mention of graverobbing. The others simply laughed until Jacoby goaded him to go on, elaborate.

    ‘People often buried tokens and souvenirs with their loved ones when they died. Things that might be worth something.’

    Jacoby responded with an aye, saying this much was true. ‘But the real treasure is the people themselves,’ he said. He took the baby back from Raybur and cradled it against his breast. ‘A hundred years ago soldiers bought an sold an traded for injun scalps. They wore injun teeth on strings like pearls. The injuns werent no better. They wore a soldiers peter on a chain, put a white mans heart in a pot an boiled it an drank it. The body is the treasure.’

    Norman squinted at the men now gathered like mourners around a fresh grave. ‘Doesnt make sense, what youre doing now.’

    Jacoby turned to Oz, as if laying the office of explanation on him. Oz cleared his throat. ‘Jacoby explained to us all how you study places—whats left of them anyhow—how you look at them an write about them, but what youre really tryin to figure out is how the people lived in these places, what they were like.’ He caught Jacoby’s eyes and they exchanged a discreet nod, before Oz continued. ‘This heres the person. Most of them peoples gone an you aint never gonna get at them. It’s like they never was. Nowadays everybody knows everyone—aint nobody disappearin.’

    Jacoby forced a laugh and said that would suffice. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We got more graves to see to.’ And he stuffed the baby into a satchel.

    Grace reached up from the dig site and felt for her pants on the grass nearby. Norman lay partially on the plastic sheet in an effort to avoid further dirtying himself. He watched Grace, naked from the waist down, dirt streaked on her legs, placing her feet carefully around the bones. He expected her to turn with her clothes in hand and start to dress. Instead, she held a small white object. She pinched it between her fingers and lit the end with a lighter. Bringing the joint to her mouth she sucked on it, held her breath, then exhaled. A sweet aroma filled the air around them.

    ‘Smoke after you fuck?’ she asked. Her voice was strained, trying to suppress a cough.

    ‘No,’ Norman said. ‘Cant say Ive ever smoked a—one of those.’

    She smiled serenely, said most everyone at this camp came to this part of Appalachia because of the weed. ‘Some of the best stuff and cheap.’ She drew on it again and the tip glowed orange. ‘Want a hit?’

    Norman declined, saying it messed with his head. ‘Dont like my thoughts to get disorganized.’

    Grace’s free hand drifted toward her crotch, her fingertips grazing the swath of hair there. ‘Youve never tried it,’ she said.

    She was right and Norman said so.

    ‘Why not?’ She sauntered to him, her disregard for keeping the site uncontaminated now completely abandoned.

    The scent of the smoke wafted heavy in the air around her like a perfume, like incense. She seemed to tower over him and his eyes took in the whole of her. He felt blood returning to his penis and he shifted.

    ‘Just not anything I want to get mixed up in,’ he said.

    Grace rolled her eyes and he tried again.

    ‘Got scared of drugs,’ he said.

    She considered the answer, toeing at the soft dirt, before sitting on the plastic sheet next to him. ‘You’ll fuck me in a graveyard, but wont take a hit off a joint.’ She smiled.

    For a time they just sat there. She puffed lightly on the joint; he watched her.

    ‘My brothers in Vietnam,’ he said finally.

    She looked down at him and said she was sorry.

    ‘He signed up,’ Norman said. ‘Four years ago.’

    Around them the woods had grown quiet. The shrills of insects and the calls of birds subsided and all seemed to bask in the midmorning sun. The foliage did not move and the trail of smoke from Grace’s joint floated straight up in a line.

    ‘He re-upped his tour,’ Norman said. ‘They offered him a month of leave anywhere he wanted between the six month tours and he chose to come back home to Indiana. I met up with him and he told me to stay out of drugs.’

    ‘Probably saw some guys get killed while they were high,’ Grace said.

    ‘No, that wasnt it.’ Any sexual excitement had left him now and his penis dangled shriveled and limp, the tip wet. But neither he nor Grace cared. ‘When I saw him, he told me part of what keeps Vietnam going—what perpetuates the war—is the river of drugs being traded there.’

    ‘Your brother is a conspiracy theorist.’ Grace said it without accusation.

    ‘He said protecting the drug trade was a duty of his, that drugs—heroin, powders, crystals—came across the borders in truckloads, that entire helicopters left with them as their cargo. He told me over coffee on our front porch at our parents house how kids—little kids like ten years old—are made to carry high-end shit; that if they get shot, theyre expendable. The army doesnt have to account for them.’

    ‘You think thats true?’ Grace asked. She stubbed the joint out in the soil.

    ‘It was the way he said it,’ Norman explained. ‘He came back from that first tour and he was different. Like he knew something and didnt want to and couldnt shake it. He spent the whole month sitting on the porch, staring out into space.’

    ‘Then he went back?’

    Norman nodded. ‘Last I saw of him. Listed as missing in action.’

    They returned to Jacobyville several days later, haggard and staggering, the desert having wasted their energy into nothing. Lucas Brown greeted them in his usual gruff manner. Atop a piling, Martha looked down upon them, her hand shielding her eyes in a strange salute.

    ‘Successful trip?’ Lucas asked.

    Raybur said it was by all accounts.

    ‘Managed to bring this one back,’ Lucas said, pointing at Norman.

    ‘He did alright,’ Oz said.

    ‘Asked enough questions,’ Raybur said. ‘Thought my ears might fall off.’

    Gay Jim began running through the village, tearing the clothes from his body. He reached the base of the tailing and started scrambling up the side, falling and bruising himself, yet undeterred and continued on.
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