



[image: Image]









[image: Image]









Copyright © 2024 by Mark R. Thornton


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.


Please follow our publisher Tony Lyons on Instagram @tonylyonsisuncertain.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Jacket design by Brian Peterson


Cover photo from Getty Images


Print ISBN: 978–1-64821–018-1


Ebook ISBN: 978–1-64821–019-8


Printed in the United States of America









The field has eyes and the wood has ears; I will look, stay silent, and listen.


—Dutch Proverb
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WHEN SHE DROVE OVER THE HILL, SHE SAW THE BODY by the road. It took her a moment to register what it was. She slowed down as she drove past it, hesitated, and stopped.


She reversed slowly, looking into the brush on either side of the road for other people. She knew the trick: pretend to be injured and then jump her. But she saw nobody. She cut the engine, stepped out of the pickup, and walked over to the body. It made a slow movement. Sal watched it for a moment, then spoke in a tone as if nudging a person with one’s foot.


“Hey.” She paused. “Hey. Did a car hit you?”


The man moved again, this time his leg. He did not roll over, but spoke. “Njaa tu,” he said, motioning his hand to his mouth, as if eating. Hungry. Sal saw the shirt over the man’s side and thought he could be hiding a gun or a panga. She told him to turn over, then lifted the man to his feet.


“You playing with me? You a thief?”


The man said nothing.


“What are you doing here?”


“Am traveling back.”


“To where?”


“Can’t get a lift. No money for the bus. I have been walking, but I cannot walk anymore.”


“Walking where?”


“Korogwe.” He made eye contact for the first time.


“What?” Sal looked him over again. “That far?”


She gazed up at the road, then back at the man again with both empathy and a sour reluctance to get involved. She helped him to the pickup and sat him down in the passenger seat.


“What’s this?” she asked, touching something hidden in the man’s sock.


“Sabuni.” The man mimicked washing his armpits.


“Soap. Go figure.”


She walked to the driver’s side, climbed in, and drove over the hill, but pulled over again, stepping out of the truck and taking the keys with her. She reached into the flatbed, then got back in and handed the man some bananas.


“That’s all I got.”


The man nodded thanks.


Sal eyed the man beside her as she drove on, her gaze traveling from the man to the road, to the temperature gauge, and back to the man. How old? she wondered. Forty? Maybe younger, but aged by hardship—it was impossible to tell. She studied his hands. Hands of labor, to be sure. She looked at her own. Despite some years and the war, hers were hardly hands of toil. She had done tough things in her life—even bad things—but had never swung a hoe from dawn until dusk, ankle-deep in dust, under an angry sun, day after day after day. She admired the grit of those who did.


“Korogwe? It’s far. Mbali sana,” she said, fishing for more information.


“Yes.”


Sal grunted, considering the distance.


“What were you doing in Makuyuni, then?”


“Try to find work. Nafanya shamba.” He moved his arms to demonstrate hoeing a field.


Sal looked closely at his eyes—tired, sickly. Definitely hungry. She eyed the broad, looping scar, passing from his brow down along his nose and cheek in a deep rift. “How did you get that?” she asked, pointing with her chin as she drove. It looked like a machete wound. A big one. Not an accident, but the sort inflicted by another.


“Bicycle.”


The man gazed ahead and ate his bananas. Sal watched the road and the gauge. She imagined the desperation of a person who would try to walk from Makuyuni to Korogwe with no food, water, or money. A ten-hour drive across half of northern Tanzania. Who knows how long on foot. At what point are you so defeated that you lie down by the side of the road as if hit by a truck? Is it taking a rest or simply giving up?


Time passed. She saw a woman by the roadside carrying wood on her head, a baby strapped to her back. They drove over another hill, through the valley, over some plains, and to the hills outside of Arusha town. As the afternoon advanced, cattle trekked across the plains in long lines of dust, returning home for the evening. Herd boys whistled and smacked them with fimbos to keep them in line, throwing rocks at the strays that ventured too close to the road. The cows lumbered, heads down and swaying, along the trails they traveled every day, to graze and drink and return. There was always a donkey or two, or a goat or a dog, sprawled out dead along the road, legs-up and bloated, smacked in the night by some lorry barreling along too fast for smooth brakes and a heavy load.


Sal leaned forward to let the breeze hit her sweaty back, sticky from the journey and the afternoon sun, now low enough to angle in through the window and broil her skin. She righted herself and scratched the tick bites along her legs.


The man sat still, hands on lap, staring ahead.


They didn’t speak for some time. Then, breaking the silence, he turned and thanked her, his hands together as if in prayer. “Asante.”


“Alright. Welcome then.”


As they approached the town, she continued. “This is as far as I’m going. You can get a bus from here.”


She thought that would be the end of it and then realized: how could such a person pay for a bus? In that instant, she felt one of those pangs, those moments when you realize your blindness to another person’s strife, when your worries become so petty when placed beside real suffering and the lack of the basic necessities of life: food, money, or just some modest hope for a way to get by.


When Sal dropped the man off, she gave him money for the bus and a little more for food. She knew that if he was a crook, he’d be laughing all the way to the nearest bar. Somehow, she did not think so. But then again, what did she really know? Even after a few years in Tanzania and a manageable grasp of Swahili, she could never really be sure.


The man stepped out and took care to close the door gently, again thanking her with his hands. Sal looked him in the eye for a moment, hoping she might finally ascertain something or make a connection, but he just turned and walked off, holding the bananas.


Sal turned around to drive home. She went slowly, looking in the rearview mirror at the man. She wanted to see if he was suddenly chatting to a friend, laughing, walking more briskly. But no, he was still walking the same way down the road with the same slow pace, as if he might again just lie down by the road. Sal relented and sped up. As she did, she looked in the mirror one last time and saw the man turn around and try to wave—or flag her down? She could not tell, then decided it was enough and continued home.
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Sal pulled in through a low gate at the back of her small yard, and the diesel lurched to a halt. Finally, she no longer had to endure the chronic vibration of the gas pedal. She got out, frowning at the gear piled haphazardly in the flatbed. It was a jumble of jerrycans, tin boxes, cooking pots, bedrolls, all rat-nested under a loose tarpaulin. Will deal with it tomorrow, she thought.


A thin dog trotted up, gray and white with a crooked tail. One ear was half gone, chewed off at some point. Sal ran her hand under its chin and walked to the house. The yard was mainly dirt with hints of what it might have looked like before its neglect—the bougainvillea hedge, the lemon tree by the front fence, and the overgrown tomato plants forgotten in the back, relics from some previous, more caring renter. There was a short wooden fence with an old crooked gate at the front and a back gate for the vehicle. The house had one small bedroom, a cramped living area, and a kitchen looking out back. A bathroom was set to the side with a toilet, a sink, and a tap jutting crookedly from the wall. Below it was a bucket for bathing. A thin bar of soap lay beside it on the cement floor.


Sal took in the quiet space and silence; relative, that is, for there was always the hum of homes and families in the neighborhood—children, mothers, roosters. And dogs, always dogs, dogs yelling and fighting, and people yelling at dogs, or simply picking up stones to fling at them.


As dusk fell, Sal would look a somber figure as she stood in her small kitchen where only a narrow beam of light found its way through the window to strike her face and neck. A dark person, but a person still, with perhaps a glimmer of hope, even a chance at repair.


Through the window, her tired gaze ran along the hedge at the boundary of her small yard. Her eyes were sore, her body weary. She set down her bottle of beer and rubbed her face and neck. And her eyes, always her eyes.


Sal remained for some time in her semi-dark silence, as she did most evenings, never for sure knowing if she liked the coming darkness or not, if she should avoid the images and bodies of her past, or if she should rather confront them. For at night they always returned, whether she liked it or not.


As the light faded, she moved outside and sat on the back steps by the kitchen and ate a bowl of beans and smoked and stared at the hedge and the moonlight above, her mind in some other place. She leaned against the outside wall and huddled her knees as it got colder, watching the night develop, and with it her coming and inevitable battle with sleep.


It had been a long drive, all the way from the bush where she had camped for a few days. The corrugated road back had reminded her of the war, the relentless slog against the elements in Afghanistan. Even the man by the road could have been part of her past life there. A wayward, wounded soul, like so many others, along so many other roads she had traveled.


Weeks, months of Sal’s life had passed like this, in a largely numb state, never sure if she was unable to get a handle on her life or just did not care anymore.
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The next morning, Sal stood with her arm resting on the post of the small gate to her front yard. She leaned on it, but not fully, knowing that if she allowed all her weight onto it, the rot inside would give and it would fall and become yet another thing to deal with. The gate had remained for some time in a state of decay, fastened to the fence by a few bent nails and propped up by a twisted log of acacia scavenged from the maize fields behind the house.


The weary gate creaked every time she opened it, and it took Sal back to a certain time in her life, most likely childhood or adolescence, when things were less complicated, when memories were made of old creaking gates and planks of walkways leading down to Missouri rivers, of moments of joy and sunshine and childhood.


She leaned and smoked and remained there as certain people do just after dawn, before others wake up. Normal sleep—that was youth. The war had taken many things from her—friends, innocence, belief. Good sleep was another. It would have been easy for an outsider to judge her, on so many counts, in so many ways. But Sal would think, they just have no idea. She would not be referring to what it was like to walk in darkness along desolate Afghan mountain roads, dead with fatigue, lost from hope—but rather what it was like to exist with the acidic, lead-shouldered exhaustion that had simply taken over her life.


Too many days felt like merely shelter from night. After all these years, all thirty-four of them. But then again, one year in Afghanistan probably equaled five or more in a normal life, so by that calculation she was almost forty. Or something like that.


Her face looked it. Crow’s feet—angry, clawed ones— shouldn’t come that young. Her brown hair was neither short nor long, just indifferent and neglected, the first wisps of gray beginning to show. Her arms and legs might not have been what they were in her prime, but she could still hoist a pack and deal with whatever she had to. A strong body, but a partly wrecked one, the clavicle on one side forever protruding awkwardly from her shoulder, that old fracture that had just refused to heal straight. Her cheeks had seen the sun, and her dark, hazel eyes were beautiful and striking in the light, but too often bloodshot and weary. Despite a scarred exterior, however, there was some element of softness. Maybe in her lips, maybe in the way the sun shone on her cheekbones, or possibly it was no superficial feature at all, but rather an aspect of tenderness somewhere on the inside.


Behind her eyes were the visions. She would see those guys, all those men and women, all those boys and girls, and that flash of orange light and the stone and cinder raining down upon them and Ron with that twist of shrapnel in his neck. The hovel, that goat, the cold wind and a hand on her shoulder and her hand on it, watching him flown away. When those images came back, her skin would pig-hair and tingle, her heart would pump, her eyes squint, and her mouth crease. Then the wall would go up, the tight-lipped, angle-eyed, no-chance-you’ll-find-me wall. And that’s when she would tap out her cigarette on the fence post and turn to walk away.


Inside, she smoked another waiting for the water to boil, poured a cup, and stirred in some coffee and sugar. She put on a shirt, pulled on yesterday’s pants, and cinched them tight with a belt. She sat down by the kitchen and tied on her suede boots. She drank the coffee, but her mind wandered to later in the day when she could go to the bar and numb herself against the night.


She rose, tapped her boots on the stoop out of habit, or just to recalibrate her brain, and then walked to the truck to deal with her gear from the day before.
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The bar had a dirt floor and walls of unpainted cement blocks. Narrow benches lined the walls where three patrons sat, unspeaking but not unhappy, perhaps also escaping some aspect of their lives. It was a good place to drink.


Sal stood by the bar, a thick wooden slab, behind which an enormous man sat on a low stool, his head just visible above the bar. When Sal entered, he rose, towering in the small structure. Behind him were neatly lined-up bottles of cheap brandy and local Konyagi. At his feet was a jerrycan filled with mbege, the rot-gut banana brew Sal could never get herself to drink. The man lay his meaty hands on the bar.


“Hi Sal. Good to see you.”


“Hey Boniface. You well? A cold beer please, sir.”


Boniface took the bottle-opener tied to the counter, popped the top, and handed her the bottle.


“Asante, man.”


“It’s Saturday. Relax. Tulia.”


“How’s the wife and kids?”


“They are good. At grandmother’s today. You?”


“Huh!” she chuckled. “Just fine, just fine. As you know. Here again. What else?”


“What’s new?”


“Hey—elections are coming. What do you think?”


“Me?” He shrugged, then paused. “Ah, it doesn’t matter to me. Nothing will change. No matter who is in charge, for people like us, it’s always the same.”


Sal tapped the counter with her fingers, considering the statement.


“Well, here’s to never changing,”


“For sure. Kwa Afia!” Boniface raised a glass of Coke and clinked her bottle of beer.


“Cheers.”


Sal stayed there all day, mostly quiet, as the afternoon disappeared and Boniface lit the lantern on the wall.


As it got late, some slipped off their benches and lurched out the door, going quietly or in some awakened outrage, hollering on their ways home or to some pile of brush to fall into until morning. Sometimes, one would try to hit on her in a slobbery spectacle, but Boniface would usually give a stern look, and the man would settle down. By this point, all the regulars knew her.


But there were a few faces she stayed clear of. Chadu, her neighbor and the local police commander, would often sit at the table in the back with a few friends or colleagues. They would look at their phones and drink. They never bothered her, but there was always something about Chadu that rubbed her wrong. She had seen him hit his wife a few times, once even shoving her down to the ground, berating her as she lay there flailing. He seemed to laugh at things that should not be funny, the kind of person who found humor in the misfortune of others. Life was a racket, swindling a sport. Boniface stayed clear of him, and Sal did too.


As it got late, a few prostitutes arrived and lingered, catching eyes from a table outside. Chadu disappeared with one and came back some time later, wiped his brow, and slouched back into his chair. A bargirl served them goat meat and fried plantains. None of them lifted their heads to look at the girl as she brought them food and water to wash their hands. Sal studied Chadu, pulling fat from bone with his teeth and belching a stink of goat meat and pilsner. It was a noisy affair. He finished and sat back, sucking on a toothpick.


Sal turned back to the handsome Boniface, who laughed and shook his head. The two said nothing, knowing that they were both smirking at the same revolting spectacle.


Eventually, Sal climbed down from the stool, paid up, and stepped outside to find her truck. She drove slowly along the bumpy track home, at times covering one eye with her hand so as not to see double on the road. Finally, she made it safely inside her gate and into her house, where she collapsed on the sofa to try to fall asleep, even if only for a few hours until the booze wore off.
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SAL AND THREE OTHERS LEFT THE VILLAGE AND WALKED along the rocky edge of the stream. She struggled to not slip into the water. Wet boots made life worse. Behind them were the smoldering remains of the remote mountain outpost hit by the airstrike. Ahead were only mountains and crags and bitter nights.


A goat from the outpost trotted after them, separated from its herd during the shelling. It followed them along the stream, bleating like a child. Sal and the others were fidgety, spooked. Her thighs burned from walking under the weight of her gear, her head pounding from the deafening strike. She eyed the men she walked with, also exhausted and agitated and fed up. She hoped their legs burned like hers. And they could say it, moan about it—as men—but she could not. Just the way it was. Grind your teeth and suck it up, girl.


The goat kept bleating, staring, getting in their way, hollering as if scolding them for the strike, the whole damn war maybe.


“Fuck this.” One of the men raised his M4 and shot the goat, which tumbled and wailed, its torso ripped open, but its legs still kicking, trying to run.


“Fuck that thing and this whole fucking place.”


He shot it again, and the noise stopped.


“Jesus H, man,” Sal murmured but said nothing more. She had long since given up worrying over dead livestock or digging for some answer. Instead, she looked ahead at the vast mountain range looming before them that continued to rise as if going all the way up to the Hindu Kush.


The next village they arrived at was abandoned. Mud and stone huts with narrow windows dotted the hillside, and plastic containers lay scattered in the dirt where a few donkeys stood idle. Some villagers could be seen in the distance, running over a high, treeless pass. Just like mountain goats, she thought.


Later, it is always the same images that return. The clarity of the shot goat. Half-dead, trying to run, bleeding out its gut. The confused, kicking leg. Blood mixing with dirt, creeping down the path. How perfectly she can still see the trail and stream and remember that at some point, she had paused to notice the sun finally reaching the valley floor. It is all so vivid until that next village.


The images after that are not blurry, but are only partially there—like a photograph with pieces cut out. In focus, but incomplete. Just a blast and Ron flying through the air. Something about the door of a hut, as if she saw it detach from the stone before the blast ripped the whole thing to pieces. Perhaps that was all she saw, or all she noticed, right before she saw Ron himself. Before she saw Ron clawing at his throat, groping at the long twist of metal lodged in his neck.


Sal leapt down to Ron and to tried to pull his hands away from his neck. She remembered how hard it was to pry his hands away. Against every thread of instinct in a stabbed person. Blood was spurting from his neck as Sal held the shrapnel in place, knowing that pulling it out would make the bleeding even worse. She straddled him, fighting the wound, in an awkward pose, as if it were she who had just stabbed him.


Sal held firmly onto the metal with one hand and reached with the other for something to wrap the wound with. Beside her was shouting, another person screaming. Looking across, she could see two men hovering over one of the others. She could not make out who it was, but could hear the sucking from his chest wound. She wrapped Ron’s neck, round and round, to hold the ragged metal in place, until a medic could get there to pull it out safely. It stood erect from his neck but was too long to be held still.


“Shit. Come on!” She cursed at the bandage, soaked with blood, and the metal shaft, burrowing deeper with Ron’s every gasp. She held on hard, Ron wheezing beneath her, the awful gurgling and the spasm of his arms grappling with hers as she tried to save him, as she heard someone radio a medevac to take him away.


No helicopter came, no blade chop in the distance, no purr of hope descending to save them. Sal sat cross-legged, frozen next to Ron. His body was motionless and the gasping had stopped.


Sal’s heart pounded through her body armor. She clenched her fist under her jaw and tried to suppress tears, her first instinct as a woman in a world of men. Her chest tightened as she sat there, trying to take in a full breath. Her jaw flexed and unflexed, her teeth chewing away at themselves as she replayed the whole event, alternating from fast to slow, to almost static images. One of the others stood next to her while a couple more paced angrily, agitating for a fight, something, anything at all at this point.


Eventually, Ron and the other were lifted into the sky. Sal squinted against the wash of the helicopter. It flew off and up, disappearing over the mountains and leaving them in the gun-barrel blue of twilight to regroup and find their way forward to a sheltered place to lie low against the cold and wait out the night.
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A couple weeks passed before Sal woke one morning to a light metallic tapping sound. She turned over in bed, the sheets clammy with sweat. Not from the heat—the nights were cool—but from her body getting rid of something, like shedding a layer.


She was pissed off. She had finally fallen asleep after being awake most of the night, and now someone was tapping at her gate.


She turned, sat up in bed, pulled her hair back with her hands, and drew back the thin curtain to glance out at the yard. A man stood at her gate.


“Aagh.” Why always on a Sunday effing morning. Hell with it. Whoever it is can wait or go to hell.


She lay down again and closed her eyes for a moment. There was silence, and then the faintest tap, tap, tap. A lingering pause, and then again. Sal turned and put her arms behind her head. She knew she would never win this game.


“Dammit. Alright.” She pulled on some pants and a T-shirt and walked to the front door. She unlocked the door and stepped out into the sunlight, her hand up against the glare.


At the gate, she approached the man, surely another person asking for money or a job. I just don’t have a job for you, she would say. But they would keep coming, trying. Can’t blame them, I guess. No money, and life is damn hard around here.


Sal rubbed her eyes, and the man turned to greet her.


When she saw him, she paused and squinted at the broad scar on his face. She looked at it more closely, remembering that wound.


“I know you.”


“Sh-shikamoo,” the man greeted weakly.


“Marahaba,” Sal replied. “I know you.” She squinted, thinking.


The man looked at Sal and said nothing more. His clothes were ragged and unclean. Not quite homeless, Sal thought, but close to it.


“The road.” Sal put her arm up on the fence, then pointed at the man. “The road. You were on the side of the road, like dead.” She was about to ask how he found her, but knew that in this place, it would have just happened. And being one of a handful of foreigners around, and a woman living alone no less, it would have been easy.



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NOTHING
| S
WRONG

MARK R. THORNTON

i

Arcade Publishing - New York





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“The prose is wonderfully quiet and controlled . . . very good writing indeed."
—Peter Matthiessen, National Book Award winning author of

The Snow Leopard and Shadow Country

NOTHING






OEBPS/images/floren.jpg





