
 
 
MOON UP, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Past Full 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
MOON UP, 
 
 
 
 

novellas & stories 
 
 
 
 
 

ERIC SHONKWILER 
 
 
 
 
 

Illustrations by 
Christina Collins 

 
 
 
 

 
Alternating Current 
Boulder, Colorado 

 

Past Full 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Moon Up, Past Full: Novellas & Stories 
Eric Shonkwiler 
©2015, 2017 Alternating Current Press 
 
All prose and artwork in Moon Up, Past Full is the property of its 
respective creators and may not be used or reprinted in any manner 
without express permission from the author, artist, or publisher, 
except for the quotation of short passages used inside of an article, 
criticism, or review. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States 
of America. All material in Moon Up, Past Full is printed with per-
mission. 
 
Cover artwork by Mathias Barbagallo. Interior artwork by Christina 
Collins. Property of and ©2015, 2017 their respective creators. All 
rights reserved. Used with permission.  
 
Alternating Current 
Boulder, Colorado 
alternatingcurrentarts.com 
 
ISBN-10: 0692528881 
ISBN-13: 978-0692528884 
First Edition: October 2015 
Second Printing: March 2017 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

For my mother. 



                                 Advance Praise for 

MOON UP, PAST FULL 
 
 
“Shonkwiler’s stories capture the rural experience rarely heard—the 
quiet, dangerous voices of the desperate, struggling for honor 
among thieves. A stark and timely slice of Americana gothic that 
both razes and rebuilds.” 

—Paula Bomer, author of Nine Months 
and Inside Madeleine 

 
“Sometimes it’s bad decisions; other times it’s just trying to stamp 
out an existence the only way a person knows how, but the stories 
within are enough to make most men cry. Shonkwiler has an eye 
for detail and a lot of heart that he places in each and every sentence 
to make his words leap from the page and stay with you long after 
they’ve been read.” 

—Frank Bill, author of Donnybrook 
and Crimes in Southern Indiana 

 
“Eric Shonkwiler is one of my favorite writers, and his short fiction 
is everything that his longer work is—tough, precise, and uncom-
promising. The stories in Moon Up, Past Full seize the reader with 
the sense that they will never turn loose. His style is quick and hard 
and pure. Here’s yet more proof that the best and most daring 
fiction in America is published by independent presses. Read this 
book with a bourbon within reach. You’ll need it. In a good way.” 

—Charles Dodd White, author of A Shelter of Others 
and Sinners of Sanction County 

 
“Eric Shonkwiler is the new voice of the American Heartland. The 
stories in Moon Up, Past Full touch the scorched heart of the 
Midwest, and there is something deeply American in the telling, a 
directness that honors the cowhands and combat vets, single 
mothers and fatherless daughters, who grit their teeth and lean into 
those old hard winds.” 

—Taylor Brown, author of Fallen Land 
and In the Season of Blood & Gold 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Shonkwiler’s stories are pleasantly dusty, country. Full as a tick. 
Well-written wordy breezes swirling into a blinding windstorm of 
memorable characters, families, women and men, animals, trucks, 
guns, bottles of bourbon. This collection is alive and sad and 
violent, heartbreaking and lonely—steadied by Shonkwiler’s strong 
hand. He has both the guts and extraordinary talent to keep his 
reader reading.” 

—Leesa Cross-Smith, author of Every Kiss a War 

 
“God bless the hardscrabble elegance of Eric Shonkwiler’s prose. 
These stories turn strangers into familiar faces. Battered souls and 
stoic hearts. Revenge, redemption, mercy. It’s all here for the 
asking, like an emotional fire sale. Comparisons don’t come easy 
with Shonkwiler’s work. Few others measure up.” 

—Anthony Breznican, author of Brutal Youth 

 
“An eclectic, atmospheric collection bound together with barbed-
wire nostalgia. Moon Up, Past Full is quietly poignant and devilishly 
risky, all while mining the depths of human emotions and deliver-
ing an array of gems in intimate, carefully framed moments. 
Another powerhouse work of startling grace from Eric Shonkwiler.” 

—Steph Post, author of A Tree Born Crooked 

 
“Eric Shonkwiler’s prose occupies an impossible space between the 
timeless and the ephemeral, and the apparent ease with which he 
crafts worlds and characters makes classifying his style all the more 
difficult. You and I are in every one of these stories, whether we 
want to be or not, and our fates are in Shonkwiler’s hands.” 

—Schuler Benson, author of The Poor Man’s Guide 
to an Affordable, Painless Suicide 

 
“Moon Up, Past Full is an engaging read.” 

—Kyle Minor, author of Praying Drunk 
and In the Devil’s Territory 
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GRIPPING THE HEEL 
 
 

PLUG OF DREAD rose from Ray’s gut to his throat 
when he opened his eyes. Almost noon. Dumb panic 
at the time, the light through the bedroom window, 

the empty bed. Then he remembered he couldn’t be late, why the 
bed was empty. He was already fired. By now, he’d be scraping off 
from being elbow-deep in steer, going to lunch with the smell still 
hanging on him. No missing that. He’d thrown the second pillow 
off the bed, folded to a seat against the wall. Faintest runnels of a 
hangover in his chest, his head. 

The windows were open, and the thin cotton drapes whipped 
and settled in tandem, like sets of hands were readying to fold them. 
Beyond the drapes, the cornfield was yellowing, the husks growing 
brittle. A cicada clung to the nearest screen, ratcheting. An irrigator 
rolled by. He thought he ought to hear the water or the creaking of 
the wheels, the shuffle of the corn, but there was only the cicada. 
He stood and stretched, felt the dry air come in through the screen. 
The rattling was loud in the bedroom, and he bent to flick the 
cicada away but stopped. Through the open door to the living 
room, he saw the bottle of Beam on the floor, half-gone, his old 
Select Sires cap over the top. He breathed deep before leaving the 
bedroom and passing the bottle by for the refrigerator to take out a 
couple eggs. The house was bare and clean, and he thought he 
could like it better that way. Undecorated and genderless, expres-
sionless. Fine. Grooves in the carpet and nails naked on the wall 

A 
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like he’d just moved in. The breeze helped, the flow of the curtains, 
everything open and new, if he were to tilt his head. 

He fried the eggs and ate them, fried two more before starting 
on the bourbon. He let it sit on his tongue and burn. Sweeter the 
morning after, and thinner. Already thinking of the night ahead, the 
neon and games of pool and the bad country music, maybe a fight. 
Maybe now he could pop Beau Strouder, since there was nothing at 
stake anymore. 

The phone buzzed on the counter. His mom. He hadn’t seen 
his parents in some time, hadn’t even been by the house. He didn’t 
pick up. Instead, he sat on the couch and took another pull from the 
bottle. January, since he’d last been there, because his dad couldn’t 
pick up a snow shovel, and there was nearly two feet on the ground. 
They’d made dinner while he cleared the snow from over the soft-
graded roof, and Lonnie came in time for the food. In town last 
night, he’d overheard Lonnie was in jail. There wouldn’t be that 
excuse. Another chore, no reason to avoid it. 

He showered and dressed in ragged jeans and a shirt, pocketed 
his keys, and left without locking the door. Outside, the smell of cut 
grass rose from the roadside ditches, from the neighboring yards. 
The sound of the county tractor from over several hills. He got in 
his F-150 and turned it toward town, the hood shining in the bald 
sunlight. He’d have to give it up, but there was only a little sadness 
in it. Leather interior, good stereo. No need to have something so 
flashy. 

They were finishing work on the new school just inside the 
village limits, and dust blew up from the site and faded off across 
the last acres of woods. Kids played baseball at the bottom of the 
park; on the hill above, one boy chased another. He thought of how 
grass felt as a kid. Falling into it, getting stains on his knees. To roll 
down a hill, to have a child’s inertia. 

The pizza shop was under new management and he hadn’t yet 
tried it, thought about pizza and a movie before hitting the bar. It 
really was as if time had gone back, and he were young again. He 
felt young again. He rolled the window down and stuck out his arm 
as he rounded the corner down the hill, weathered the burn on his 
forearm from the hot metal. The truck passed in and out of sunlight. 
The trees on Main had never seemed so thick. He waved to a 
woman he went to high school with, walking her daughter. Ice 
cream in hand, a mask of vanilla and chocolate on the girl’s face. 
Her hair was all kinks of gold, and he thought of Lonnie’s hair 
before it turned dark. Waiting at the stoplight, he stared at the 
corner where an old brick apartment building had recently been 
torn down. The town there seemed gaping, like it was missing a 
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tooth. The water tower loomed over the spruces in someone’s yard. 
He turned. 

Pulling around into the drive, he waved at a neighbor and 
parked the truck. He knew his mother had already seen him, but she 
didn’t greet him at the door, and he knocked. A wasp droned under 
the eave, disappeared into a hole in the wood and came out, legs 
dragging behind like they didn’t belong. The wind changed direc-
tion, and he smelled hot oil from the truck and his mother opened 
the door, stayed behind the screen, pointing at the wasp. 

Watch your head. 
Ray reached for the handle. It ain’t botherin’ anyone. He 

stepped inside. 
I got tea settin’ on the porch. It’s not quite ready. 
I’m all right. 
We got some lemonade. 
He stood still. 
Well, come in here and shut the door ’fore you let all the cool 

out. Your dad’s laying down. 
Ray closed the door and kicked off his boots. The house was 

shuttered and dark, central air going. He’s not sick, is he? 
He’s been working up in the garage, putting one of his little 

nature things together. His back got to hurtin’, and his hands. Come 
on in and sit down. I was just watching the TV. 

Ray followed her through the kitchen to the living room. A 
soap played, and she turned the volume down. Two ageless women 
fighting, and a man with skin like full-grain leather came between 
them. 

Have you ate yet? You look like you was on a tear last night. 
Not a big one. 
I thought Jackie didn’t like you drinking. 
She cleared out a week ago. 
His mother sat on the loveseat, dropping a hand to the armrest. 

She looked away from the TV to him. Why didn’t you tell us? 
I just did. He glanced away. That night, he’d come home half-

drunk. He saw how the house was small and the air heavy, and how 
Jackie was small. He didn’t remember what he was angry about, if 
anything. She saw his look, clean through it to the flicker of 
intention, and she was gone. Better she was gone. Now, he never 
could hurt her, even start, and she couldn’t brain him for the 
thought of it. That was all right. 

Well, can I get you anything? His mother was back to the TV. 
Nah. He looked around. Shelves full of little Indian statues. 

Indians with angel wings, on horseback. He was getting cold. Is 
there somethin’ that needs done? 
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Her eyes flicked to the back room where his father slept. John 
hasn’t got the decorations put away yet. I don’t like him getting up 
on that ladder anymore. 

You may as well wait another few months and string ’em back 
up. 

Well, I’m not doing that. They’re in the way. 
Door unlocked? 
Should be. 
He patted the doorframe, put on his boots, and went out into 

the backyard. A rosebush older than he was stood braced against a 
wood trellis, and the mulch was fresh. The maple in the back was 
lopsided, green on one half and bare on the other. Years ago, one of 
the main branches fell in a windstorm, and his father filled the hole 
with concrete. Ray thought it would poison the tree, but it grew on. 
Two iron pins were hammered into a limb to hold a swing, and the 
tree had consumed them almost to the eyelets. They dropped 
straight down from the branch as if organic to it, like fruit. The 
swing always pinched his legs when he was a boy, and when he slid 
out, it left deep ruts in his thighs. He went on to the garage. 

It was nearly as dark as the house inside, but steaming, and 
there were a half-dozen smells mingled in the humid air so that he 
could hardly breathe it all in. Gas and kerosene and whatever tan-
ning solution his father used. They hadn’t owned a dog in years, but 
he could still smell shit. The garage was his father’s shelter. A TV 
and couch sat in one corner, and in the other, an ever-changing set 
of foxes, mink, coyotes. Pouncing on rabbits, holding squirrels in 
their jaws. Unchanged was the position of the buck’s head over the 
TV, a twelve-pointer. The car side of the garage sat full of lawn 
equipment and junk, buckets of paint that would never be used, 
shovels, a post-holer and a spudbar. 

A half-story on the car side of the garage was used for storage, 
and set over the wall were containers and cardboard boxes, scraps 
of wood. He found the two boxes and positioned the ladder to 
climb. The air got hotter with every rung, and when he was at the 
top, it felt deadly. Dust-thickened cobwebs hung from the ceiling 
and fluttered as he shoved the first box back into the dark. He 
climbed down for the second, and the ladder swayed as he tossed 
the next box overhead. 

Outside, he leaned against the garage door and mopped his 
forehead with his shirt. A helicopter seed dropped from the maple 
and caught in the air, spun on the breeze, and came to rest down 
the dirt drive. He remembered collecting the helicopters in his 
hands or in the pouch of his shirt and throwing them out to see 
them whirl. He dropped them like bombs, parachuting soldiers, just 
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to watch them, toss them up by the wing and dizzy his eyes. That’s 
what he’d been doing that day, when Lonnie choked himself. Ray 
had been under the tree, in the shade, and Lonnie had twisted the 
swing and stepped into it and caught himself, put his head through, 
and the chain closed over his throat, and Ray looked up with his 
shirt full of seeds. Lonnie’s head was hanging limp from the chain 
like a gray balloon. 

The back door grated, and Ray’s father stepped out of it and 
lifted his hand. Ray rose from the wall and crossed the grass, tender 
and green, as his father spoke. 

Get up here. Ma made you a couple sandwiches. He pulled the 
door open for Ray. Cool air washed out. His father looked to where 
his son had been looking. I want you to cut down that tree when 
you get the time. 

Ray looked over his shoulder again. The maple? 
It’s all rotted through. Next stiff breeze’ll bring it down. 
You sure? 
How’d you think it dropped that limb? 
Ray shrugged. That was a long time ago. 
I don’t want the thing falling. It’s bound to happen. 
Why can’t you get it trimmed? 
His father shook his hand out. Sooner be done with it. Been 

trouble enough getting you out here in the first place. I doubt you’d 
come back for a second hack at it for a few years. 

Ray stared at him. His father had quit drinking long ago, but 
his nose was broad from it, like a tuber. He was thin, and his skin 
was lined like crumpled paper, later smoothed. 

Yeah, I guess. 
His father pushed out his lips, worked his teeth. Brother’s in 

County again. You ought to go see him. 
Ray kept silent. His father went inside, and Ray followed him. 
Your ma said your woman left. 
Yep. 
A brief pause. How’s work? 
Don’t have that anymore, either. I got some money. Gonna 

give the truck back. I’ll find something to do. 
Well, I imagine Ma’d like to have you back here. 
Only Ma? 
His father put a hand through his thinning hair. Lonnie’s sup-

posed to stay with us when he gets out. We asked the judge to put 
him in our custody. 

Jesus Christ, Pop. He listened for his mother in the house but 
only heard the TV in the living room. 

I think the time’ll do him some good. He’s got away with a 
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little too much. But he’s trying, now. They walked on toward the 
kitchen. 

Got away with too much? You oughta hear yourself. 
It’s too late to be concerned over raising you boys. 
Ray breathed deep, tried not to grin. You’re still raising him. 

Still coddling him. Just you wait. You’ll bring him back, and he’ll 
hock everything you own. You’ll come home someday, and the 
place’ll be stripped bare. 

His father pushed at his mouth with the back of his hand, and 
Ray saw in his eyes the words just pass through, like all the others. 
Cut that tree down for me. I’ll pay you. 

That’s bullshit. 
I hope you don’t cuss like that when your mom’s around. 
Ray looked around him toward the living room and brushed by 

his father. I’m not doin’ you any favors. You never did me any. 
How was it we hurt you, Ray? 
He threw up his hands. 
His mother stood as he passed. Ray? 
He didn’t stop. She trotted to meet him, and he heard her in the 

doorway behind him. He had to stop himself from slamming the 
screen door shut. 

Lee Rayfield Rodgers, you come when you hear me calling 
you. 

He slowed. 
What is all this? 
He pivoted. The gravel crunched underfoot. He breathed deep 

and held it to dam up the flow of an old anger. Do me a favor. Go 
back inside there and count the number of pictures of me on the 
walls. Then count how many you’ve got of Lonnie. God kill me 
dead if I’m up there once for every three of him. If there ain’t more 
plaques of his, trophies up in the attic. 

Ray. 
He put one hand on his hip and scratched his face with the 

other. What? 
You act your age and get back in here. 
A blast of air came down the drive. Ray closed his eyes. He 

remembered his father’s hand batting him away from Lonnie. His 
father pulled the chains of the swingset apart, screamed a prayer, 
whispered it. Ray shrugged at his mother and got in his truck and 
left. Passing under the maple, he saw just how ungodly a storm it 
would take to put it down. The one that dropped the branch had 
been massive. In his bed that night, another life ago now, he 
thought he’d felt the house tipping, was afraid his bed would come 
down on Lonnie. The morning after, his father had awakened them 
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both, and they’d watched him saw the branch into chunks and stack 
them behind the garage. The wood lasted three summers of bon-
fires, hot dogs, and s’mores. 
 
 

 
THE INN WAS TIGHT and humid, the tabletops sticky. It was 
early, but he planned on closing the bar down. There was a pool of 
water around his pitcher and glass, and every time he drank, a drag 
of it dripped off the table, onto his legs. He told himself to take his 
time so that if a woman or Strouder came in, he’d be in his right 
mind. He wanted for once in his life to deserve the way he’d been 
treated. There’d been no rewards for behaving. He drank. The bar-
tender slowed him to a pint, and Ray broke a dollar for quarters and 
picked songs on the jukebox. He filled himself with beer until his 
eyes swam, and he kept his chin close to the table, rested it on his 
fist. In a memory, he walks through the door of the same bar and 
sees Lonnie sitting there. Lonnie’s girlfriend, pregnant, calls Ray 
from a gas station payphone for a ride. Welts on her thighs from a 
belt buckle. 

When he woke up, he was in his bathroom, unsure how he’d 
arrived there. A bottle of rubbing alcohol stood on the sink with the 
cap off but upright, a pad of toilet paper in the trash, grayish-pink. 
The door was shut. He stood and waited for the pain and nausea, 
but neither came. His lip was busted, knuckles roughed and stiff. He 
was still drunk. Walking out of the bathroom, he saw he’d shut all 
the windows and drawn the curtains. At the front of the house, he 
pulled them aside, and the truck was gone. He thought maybe it 
had been repossessed already, and he was relieved to be done with 
it. The cell phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out, bits of 
broken screen falling to the floor. 

Ray? His mother. 
He held it away from his ear. Yeah. 
Lord, what happened? 
What do you mean? 
The police came by here looking for you. 
Hell. I’m home. Do they not knock anymore? A pause. He 

cursed himself. I got drunk. What’d they tell you? 
You assaulted Beau Strouder at the V.I. and took off. People at 

the bar was afraid you was dead in a ditch. 
He let the curtains drop. You sound like it was a manhunt. 
They about acted like it. You wait for the charges to come 

through. A shifting of the phone. They can’t find your truck. Did 
you wreck it? 
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No. 
Ray. 
You make me tired to hear my own name, you know that? 
She sniffed. Would you come see me, please? 
He thought, gazed down at himself. What for, exactly? 
It’s important. 
He turned away from the window. Give me a bit. 
Outside, it was hotter than the day before, and he started 

sweating out his drunk. With the end of it came the dry, a hooding 
to his eyes and the feeling he’d had, that freedom and openness, 
closed off. The truck wasn’t behind the house or in the field. He 
tried to think of where he’d put it. His feet weren’t sore. He kept in 
the shade at the back of the house. Impressive he’d thought to drive 
it someplace. Shut up the house and hide. If he’d meant to do it at 
all. If the truck weren’t wrapped around a pole down the road, and 
he’d merely wanted the dark. He leaned against the house and 
eased to the grass, sighed. His middle knuckle was fat and rubbery, 
the skin discolored. Crooked roots in the lines, and he thought of 
his father’s hands, the claws they formed in the cold. He felt his 
fingers pry at the chains, and he was flung to the ground. The blood 
returned to his brother’s face, cradled in their father’s hands. The 
words: ‘He will never want, Lord; he will never want.’ Ray looking 
up angry from the ground, angry he didn’t get to save Lonnie. He 
wondered how Strouder looked. 

There was a hunting trail down a nearby dirt lane. He stood 
and started walking. Cicadas were thick in the trees lining the 
fencerow, and they filled his ears with a droning. The sunlight was 
heavy. When he reached the trail, its grass flattened recently, he 
walked up the slight rise, and there rested the truck. He got in and 
started it, backed it all the way down the trail to the lane and pulled 
it onto the road. At some point, there would be a sheriff’s deputy at 
his door with a warrant or a summons. The police might try to get 
him on sight, even. He thought about going away. The truck would 
stay his for a bit longer, at least until the bank tracked him down 
wherever he’d landed. He liked the house, but not enough. For a 
moment, the freedom came back. 

He took the long way around town to keep out of sight, and 
when he came in off Wing Road, he lingered behind a tree before 
going on. He pulled into the drive and around to the back of the 
house, by the garage. His head throbbed when he climbed out, and 
he got to the door and knocked. The wasp had built a tiny paper 
nest. His father opened the door, stared at Ray’s lip. 

Inside, it was lighter than the day before, and he imagined it 
was to show the town Ray wasn’t there. His mother sat at the 
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kitchen table, and his father stood behind a chair. Ray didn’t want 
to complete the tableau portrait. He stayed in the doorway, then 
pointed toward the hall with the pictures. 

So, how’d the figures come out? 
His mother looked down. We never claimed to be perfect 

parents, Ray. 
I would’ve settled for halfway decent. 
Could I get some ice for your lip? She was staring at her hands, 

at the grain of the table. 
The air settled, grew old and thick like the webs in the garage, 

and he thought perhaps no words would stir them, that they would 
stay, caught between each other. 

We’re moving. His father lifted a hand from the chairback and 
dropped it. We got a call yesterday from Lonnie’s parole officer, 
said he’d broke some rule or other and wouldn’t get out for an extra 
three months. And I can’t stay here another winter. My hands are 
too bad. 

Ray’s head seemed to glide, his eyes dancing. Where are you 
going? 

Georgia. Got friends down there we met at the ’Nam conven-
tions. A house come up for sale down the street from them. We got 
no reason to wait. 

So you’ve been planning this. 
We wanted to leave you the house, to look after. We want to 

leave you the house. 
He nodded again, smiled slightly. 
We were going to stay long enough to get Lonnie on his feet. 
He felt something cinching tight on him, like the police were 

staged outside, like the chain on the swing. His chin went up, 
slowly, and the smile broke open on his face, and he went out. He 
crossed the yard to the garage with his father yelling behind him 
and went to the other side. He found the chainsaw and a jug of gas. 
He filled the chainsaw, primed it, and took it outside. He knew the 
police weren’t waiting on him, but he still imagined the cruisers 
working through the streets, a net being sewn. His father was at the 
back door. 

What’re you doin’? 
He was not sure if he said it or not. I’m cutting Lonnie down. 
Ray hauled back on the cord, and the saw sputtered and a blue 

plume of exhaust billowed from the side. He pulled again, and there 
was a longer sputter, and a third pull started the exhaust and it 
blew, and he wanted to breathe it forever. Walking around to the 
other side of the tree, he looked up at the bundles of helicopter 
seeds. The saw sank into the wood and threw yellow pulp. He 
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ground at it, going in several inches and pulling back, slow hacks 
like he was using an ax, chewing away a wedge of the trunk. He 
could smell the wood now, the exhaust dissipated. Sawdust covered 
his hands. His father had come toward him but was still a distance 
off. Ray thought of the day before and how new the world seemed, 
how good it felt to have so little. It was slow-going at the maple, 
and soon he was soaked through with sweat and his hands slipped 
now and again, but he kept on. He thought of how it would be 
when the maple came down, to clear away that past, to see the 
seeds linger in the air after the tree had struck the earth. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FOR THE 

MAN AFTER ME 
 
 

HE CHAINS ON THE RANGER quiet and go silent 
altogether when he pulls up behind the wreck. There is a 
long, curling drag of snow ahead like the beginning of a 

figure-eight or from far above, maybe the top of a cursive letter, e or 
a, except it ends with the blue Explorer smashed driver-side into the 
telephone pole. Just take the rims, he thinks, if they aren’t factory. 
A TapOut necklace is swinging gently from the rearview, and he 
stills it. He could just go on. He could call 911 and leave. If there’s 
someone inside, don’t mess with it. Leave it for the cops. 

It’s a new snow, and the clouds have already passed after drop-
ping a couple inches, and the sky is bright blue. The cold cuts 
through his Carhartt to his back, and he can feel it spasming, and he 
wants to lie down, feels the lack of sleep in his shoulders from 
staying up with Brendan after his nightmare. The back windows on 
the Explorer are tinted, and he can’t see inside. He steps off the road 
and into the packed snow, over the dirt and grass kicked up from 
the skid, and peers in the passenger window. The impact cracked 
the windshield, and the airbag is drooping toward an empty seat. 
He breathes. He looks down at his feet for footprints and sees some 
intricate sneaker tracks leading up to the road. He pulls his cell from 
his coat pocket and dials up the shop. 

T 
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MD answers. New meat. What you got for me? 
’96 Explorer. It’s in bad shape. 
Gonna need a rollback? 
He walks around the other side of the truck. It’s curved like a 

fish, and the driveshaft has to be crooked. Yeah, he says, and nods 
like MD will see. 

You just find it? 
Yeah. There’s no one around. He puts his hand on the hood. 

Engine’s still a bit warm. 
Where you at? 
He tells him. 
We’ll be out. Sit tight. 
They hang up. There’s no one coming either direction, and he 

can just barely hear the semis on 29. From this far off, they don’t 
sound like trucks, and all he really hears is the hum of them passing, 
like whales, he imagines, the sound of displacement. He briefly re-
members a book he’d read in elementary school, the word ‘cetacea’ 
above pictures of whales, row on row, all shapes and sizes, before 
walking around to the front of the wreck. There’s less wind from 
this side, and he puts his hands on his hips and arches his back, feels 
it strain, crack. He kneads the muscle beside the spine with his 
knuckles. He walks a few feet into the field to see if the telephone 
pole is cracked, but it’s fine, not even crooked from what he can see. 
He wonders how the poles are strung a hundred feet apart, yet 
people always seem to hit them, never pass on through into the field 
or to someone’s yard, something harmless. The glass is busted out 
from the driver-side window, and the bits look like blue-green gems 
sprinkled in the snow. The rest of the truck seems intact. At the 
back, gauging the trueness of the vehicle with one eye, like judging 
a pool cue, it doesn’t seem as bad as he first thought. 

He looks up and sighs, scans the horizon. Cornfields for a cou-
ple hundred acres, and then to the south, thick woods. If it were 
tomorrow, it would be deer season, and he’d hear nothing but 
gunshots. Maybe still the hums of 29. It’s a good day for picking, 
he’s told, if you’re careful. Find a truck at the edge of a field and 
take the rims, take the battery if there’s time. He jumps the short 
ditch and starts back to his Ranger but stops. There is a tiny flag of 
red floating against the trees. He squints, visors his hand over his 
eyes. It’s red, not orange, so not some eager hunter. The footprints 
below him go from the passenger door to the road, stop where the 
snow is mostly gone in the center, and continue into the field. He 
yells for the person, a long hey, hands cupped. The red doesn’t get 
any closer or further, only seems to sway a little. 

He looks both ways down the road, still abandoned, and starts 
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to highfoot it across the cornfield, the broken stover catching and 
tripping him up every few steps. Now, he can see it’s a woman, 
wearing one of those sweater-vests. He can make out the white of 
her turtleneck and her jeans. He yells again, starting to breathe 
heavily, and waves. She’s just standing there, walking a tight circle. 
She’s not even looking up. He doesn’t see any blood, and wonders 
how she could have gotten away without a scratch. Then she pivots 
for the rest of her circle, and, right before he can grab her by the 
shoulders, he sees her eyes. The left is blown, all the wiry capillaries 
burst, and her iris is thin blue but wildly bright against the blood. 

Ma’am, he says, are you all right? 
He’s stopped her now and is holding tight to her shoulders. She 

doesn’t say anything. He looks her up and down and still sees 
nothing wrong with her, just the eye. He remembers his phone and 
looks back at the vehicles a hundred yards away. He pulls his phone 
out and calls MD. 

Cancel it, man, he says. The driver’s out here, and I need to call 
her an ambulance. 

The woman grabs his arm. I’m looking for my dog. 
He stares at her. For a moment, she’s in profile, and he notices 

she’s pretty, delicate nose, long eyelashes, a classy everymom sort 
of haircut. Lady, your dog ain’t here. He turns back to the phone. 
You got a pre-pay to call on or anything? 

Yeah, MD says. Where were you again? 
Lewis Road, probably a mile or two back from 29. 
She know who you are? 
I don’t think she knows who she is, he says. 
We could keep rollin’. 
He stops, looks at the ground. You won’t beat the medic out, 

will you? 
No. She make it if we wait? 
He glances back at her. I got no idea, man. Her eye’s all fucked 

up, and she’s talking about a dog. I think she’s in shock or some-
thing. 

Well. MD sighs. We could use a ’96. 
He curses softly, turns in his tracks. The woman has started her 

circle again. All right, I’ll deal with it. She’s moving around okay. 
Your boy called a bit ago. 
He smiles briefly. I just taught him the number. 
He’s smart, huh? 
Yeah, he ain’t nothin’ like me. Look, I better go. 
Sure, kid. 
He pockets the phone. Come on, ma’am. Get you out of the 

cold. 
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He takes the woman’s arm, and he has to pull to get her to 
move. She’s still warm somehow. They don’t get far before she 
tumbles in the rough dirt and snow, and they both go down. As he 
lifts up, he hears a car coming and lowers back to his chest, his 
hands covered in snow and his chin almost touching it. A Sunfire 
heading toward 29. It slows, stops. He should have put his hazards 
on. He should have taken off the back plate. He should have made 
the drive to the shop and asked for one of their cars. The Sunfire 
goes on after a few seconds. 

Jesus. He feels the sweat on his forehead freeze. He gets up and 
brushes his hands on the front of his coat. The woman is facedown 
and unmoving. Lady. Hey. She doesn’t respond. Hey. He grips her 
shoulder, rolls her over. Are you okay? You hurt? There’s no an-
swer again, so he throws her arm over his shoulder and stands with 
her, and once her feet are under her, she begins to move. He hears 
air like she’s trying to whistle or maybe whisper, and he stops and 
says, What? 

But she keeps on. Her lips are pursed oddly, and he realizes she 
is just breathing, and he feels something weighing him down inside. 
When they reach the road, he puts a little distance between them, 
and she drops onto the pavement and snow. 

Shit. 
He moves his arms in a wave, unsure, and looks down the road 

even as he angles toward her. She is crumpled up on herself like her 
legs became unboned. He turns her head to look at him, the red eye 
strong and piercing, and he almost has to cover it to keep looking at 
her. The skin of her face has gone pale, cool as the snow. He presses 
at her neck, tries to find a pulse. He checks her wrist in a panic. He 
can’t tell. To the east, the road is still clear, and he brushes away at 
the snow stuck to her vest and creeping into the folds of her turtle-
neck. The Sunfire didn’t get his plate; he’s sure. Not hers, either. 
Just checking out a crash. He can leave now. He can call 911 and 
have them come get her and be gone, headed home. Take the O2 
sensors and battery and the rims and be gone and have something 
to give MD. But there are his tracks, truck, and footprints, and if 
someone gets curious, he could get ID’d. He pulls her half up, 
thinking maybe she’ll start moving again once she’s standing, but 
feels her still slack and heavy on his shoulder, and he bends to 
sweep her legs up and staggers with her toward his Ranger. 
Something buzzes against his chest, and he figures it’s her phone. 
Drive her in, then. Meet the ambulance. Keep it away from the 
scene so the guys can scoop up the wreck. Nothing to be done. He’s 
a Samaritan, not a thief. Can even be anonymous. 

He has to set her down to open the door, pressing his knees to 
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the quarter panel and trapping her partly against it with his arm, 
keeping her from the ground, then lifting her up and nearly losing 
his balance putting her in the seat. His cheek presses against her 
breast, and he catches perfume and feels embarrassed more than 
anything before looking at her face, head lax, leaning toward him. 
He is only now really afraid and only now because she is dead, and 
he doesn’t know what that means. He pushes her toward the center 
of the bench seat and closes the door quickly so it doesn’t end up 
slamming her head if she slouches back. 

With his hands free and walking around the front of the 
Ranger, he starts to shake. The Explorer is motionless—as though it 
should be moving. Caught like a still of a movie, and there should 
be glass flying through the air if he looked hard enough. The road is 
empty as far as he can see, and he opens his door and gets in, turns 
the key. The truck starts up and the radio blares metal, and he is 
embarrassed again. As he pulls the wheel hard to the left, he has the 
feeling that he’s fleeing a crime scene. 

He puts it up to fifty comfortably before thinking he hasn’t 
buckled her in, and he hits the brakes. She lurches, head striking the 
dash. He winces and rights her, clips her seatbelt. 

I’m sorry, he says, and brushes her hair back to straighten it, 
like someone will notice or care. 

Going on toward 29, he looks over at her every couple hundred 
feet to see if maybe she’s come back around, but she hasn’t. He 
stops at the intersection, scans her, grabs her wrist to see if it’s warm 
again. Her eyes are open and looking blankly at the floor or her lap. 
The left eye looks peeled. He wants to push her head back against 
the seat because it seems more comfortable that way. There’s a 
buzz, and he remembers her phone. It vibrates musically, two short 
buzzes and a long one, then again, again. He lets it go and turns left. 

The firehouse is in the center of town, just past the stoplight, he 
remembers. It’s been a while since he’s been here, the last time he 
came to an away football game. The phone buzzes again after they 
enter the village limits, and he leans over, eyes still on the road, and 
searches through her vest pocket for it. He pulls it out and looks at 
it. The picture on the screen: a man probably ten or fifteen years 
older than he is, and a child, baby hair almost white and sparse, 
gummy grin. He sets the phone down between them and puts both 
hands on the wheel. Brendan is only a little older. A year, maybe. 
He glances at the woman, and his heart pulls so many ways he can’t 
name one of them. She is pretty, but that’s all she has in common 
with her. He swallows something, thinks of the park a couple years 
ago. They pass a gas station and a library on the left, an older 
woman salting the walkway. The light is up ahead, and it turns red 



~ ERIC SHONKWILER ~ 32  ~ 

 

and he stops. A couple cars pull up on the other side, and he 
wonders if they can see into the truck, see her slouched there. The 
light is still red, and no one is coming. He lets off the brake and 
drives through the light, and the silver flank of a semi fills his 
rearview. The firehouse is right there, and his arms and legs feel 
heavy getting out and running to the door. The reception area is 
vacant, two chairs, a gumball machine. There’s a glass booth set 
into the wall with no one in it, and he realizes he should have called 
on the way. A payphone sits off to one side, and he fishes for a 
quarter and dials 911. Dispatch picks up on the second ring. He 
paces as close to the door as he can get, looks out at his truck and at 
the woman inside. 

I just freaked out, he says. I saw her and didn’t know what to 
do. He is flushed suddenly and, after hanging up, walks outside. It 
is as though he has killed her, as though he wrecked her car. He 
feels like he has left something important behind. 

He gives the medics a fake name, and they are satisfied. They 
pull her out of the truck and straight onto the gurney, load her into 
the back of the ambulance, and leave him there on the street with 
their lights going and the siren, and he watches the red flash over 
the sides of the houses as they drive away. He wanted to ask about 
her, to follow them to the hospital, but instead he gets into the truck 
and pulls a U-ey to head back the way he came. 

It’s 3:56 by the clock, and the sun is heading down. In another 
hour, the snow will be blue and the stars will come out and Brendan 
will be at the door, breathing steam on the glass, drawing in it. He 
passes through the intersection and drives out of town, meets the 
start of traffic coming home and the end of it leaving for work. 
People going out for second shift at the Honda plant, a grind he 
could never take even if they’d hire him. Her phone lights up and 
bleats. He picks it up, puts it back. Turning down Lewis Road to 
make sure the Explorer is gone, he thinks he’ll just chuck the phone 
out the window. But there’s the truck, still. No rollback in sight. He 
parks the Ranger and gets out, switches her phone for his, and calls 
MD. 

MD picks up on the first ring. Bryce, man, you’re not gonna 
believe this shit. 

What, he says. 
Tranny dropped on that F600. Pull the usual offa the wreck. 

We’re gonna have to let it go. 
He nearly sits down in the road. All right. 
Traffic on your woman is bad. They called her soon as they got 

her. 
He nods. I figured. 
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Foulk’s Towing on its way. You probably got half an hour. 
Sheriffs are tied up across the county. 

He’s silent for a minute, stuck between the two trucks. He turns 
back to his. 

Well, see you back here. 
Yeah. He hangs up. He puts his phone away thinking of the 

doublewide, dark and dry from the plug-in heaters, his son’s 
chapped nostrils, him tugging on the cord of the phone while 
Grandma stands beside him, waiting, too. As he gets his tools from 
the bed of the truck, he thinks of the baby on the woman’s phone, 
and the man, the husband. He wants to call MD to see if there was 
traffic about contacting family, but they probably asked off-air. 

He takes a tarp and his toolbox from the back, throws the tarp 
down below the Explorer, and slings himself under the truck, eases 
to the back of the engine block. He looks along the exhaust and 
raises the screwdriver up to the first O2 sensor to peel back the 
plastic and stops. What was above him, what was warm and like a 
home, maybe, this truck. He thinks of sitting in the backseat, look-
ing at the mom and dad, holding hands between the seats, or her 
hand on his thigh. All the things he didn’t get to do, won’t, the 
things Brendan will never see. And if he does, they won’t be right. 
They won’t be like this kid saw. It won’t be his mother. 

The first sensor comes off easy, and so do the rest. Scooting 
himself out from under the wreck, he feels the cold seep in from the 
ground below. He stands and opens the passenger door to lean over 
and flip the lock on the hood and something pale catches his eye in 
the backseat. He looks ahead, through the cracked windshield, and 
moves to shut the door. His feet slip out, and he sits down against 
the tire. A semi or two passes along the highway. 

The field across the way looks barren. Like nothing could grow 
there, like the rows of stover are all there ever was, jagged above the 
snow. Again he thinks, I could go. Try again tomorrow. This is 
only his third week. But he’s already seen this, and he thinks the 
driver heading this way doesn’t need to. So he calls 911 from his 
phone. He says he just came up on a wreck and the dispatcher tries 
to tell him it’s taken care of, and he says, No. No, it’s not. He says, 
There’s a kid here in the back, and the woman on the other end 
goes quiet. She finally asks his name, and he gives it. Then she asks 
him to wait there for the deputy or the ambulance, and he says, 
Yeah, I’ll wait. She wants to keep him on the line, but he says, I’ll 
wait, again and hangs up. 

He stands and walks into the field, following the tracks, and he 
takes out the woman’s phone. There are five missed calls and a 
couple text messages, and he clears the notices to see the picture 
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again, but the background is of flowers. He bends down to set the 
phone in the snow, and walks back to his truck, hands deep in his 
pockets for the cold and the shivering. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FREQUENCIES 
BETWEEN 

 
 

RIVING DOWN US-50, and it hits. At first, like she’s 
gone onto the shoulder and the rumble strip is shaking 
the car, something like a whale singing in her mouth 

mixed with a jackhammer. She puts both hands on the wheel to 
guide the car toward center and finds it already there. A sign passes 
on the left, black and white, broad strokes: HELL IS REAL. And 
gone. Then the noise is gone, and she puts her hand up to her ear, 
grabs her jaw, fumbles her fingers around her face like her sinuses 
itch. 

It’s gray out, faded swaths of leaves carpeting yards and the 
untended roadside. There’s a radio tower topping the hill, blinking 
red. The highway is a winding capillary. The road undulates, rib-
bons through hollows. Grass is yellowing, trees bare, and between 
them, houses are visible, trailers, broken-down cars rusting away on 
blocks. Barns with caved roofs. The entire county looks like it’s 
been smoked. 

She turns onto Tarkiln Road. Hope is fifteen today, and though 
there’s enough money to go just about anywhere for dinner, she 
told Sarah to meet her at Pizza Alley. Sarah’s jawbone is still 
tingling when she pulls into the parking lot. The corner of Pizza 
Alley’s sign has been smashed, right where the ball should hit the 

D 
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pins. It looks purposeful. When she gets out and shuts the door, the 
sudden bang clears something, and she can hear the highway, and a 
second highway, a low thunder that stops when her fingers leave 
the car door. 

She gets a blue gift bag from the backseat and walks inside. She 
smells grease and smoke and the not-unclean smell of people and 
breath in a closed system. Hope and a few of her friends are sitting 
at one of the round tables set back from the bowling alley floor. No 
parents, no mothers. Not even Hope’s. The lanes aren’t open yet, 
but they will be, and that end of the building is still unlit. When she 
gets to Hope, she puts her hands on the girl’s shoulders and looks at 
her friends. 

Pizza? 
A resounding yes. 
She asks Hope for her topping preferences and goes to order at 

the counter by the blank arcade machines. She places the order and 
waits for the clerk to ring her up. She knows most of the girls, has 
gone dress shopping with her sisters and them. The clerk takes her 
cash and opens the drawer, and when he slams it home, the arcade 
lights up. Pac-Man is hunted by ghosts. Lights whirl on a pinball 
machine, glow behind a woman’s Daisy Dukes and thighs. The 
bumpers retract on the lanes, and the pins come down from out of 
the black. Everything hums, chunks into place. The screens over 
each lane flicker and warm up, the grids burned into the glass. 
Behind everything there is a lower noise like from before, a faraway 
engine, a furnace. 

Sarah turns away from the pizza counter and pulls up a seat 
beside Hope, girls scooting to let her in. One of the girls leans across 
the table and reaches toward Sarah’s arm. 

Guess who’s got a— 
The sound cuts out when the girl makes contact. When she lets 

go and leans back, she is laughing, and Sarah smiles. She managed 
to lipread ‘boyfriend’ and tries to keep her composure. She looks 
over at Hope. 

When did this happen? 
Today at school. 
The other girl interrupts. Dalton came right up to her locker 

after fifth period. He brought her a rose. 
Niiice. What’d he say? 
The girl goes on. 
Sarah shifts her body toward Hope. Why don’t you tell us? 
She blushes and does. Sarah listens, and then the girls all break 

in and start talking over each other. Sarah sits back. All of them 
wearing clothes her sisters or she bought them; otherwise, it would 
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be ratty T-shirts and worn-out jeans. When the sorority created the 
group, they made it a point to start the girls off with enough good 
clothes to make it through a week at school. When they moved on 
from there and bought them decent dress clothes, the girls went 
crazy. Sarah had been there through everything, picking outfits with 
Hope, renting a dress for the spring dance last year, and getting 
Hope’s hair done. Things Sarah’d taken for granted. 

The clerk calls her name, and she stands, brings the pizza back. 
When she sits, there is a roar. Like after a concert but not a ringing. 
The girls keep gossiping, asking Sarah her opinion on occasion. It 
doesn’t seem long, and they have finished their pizza and are 
shuffling back from the table, standing. One of them has a car and 
will take the other girls back, but Sarah and Hope stay. Hope starts 
clearing the table, and Sarah slaps her hand away, smiling. 

It’s your birthday. You chill. 
Oh, I can help. 
Sarah shoulders in front of her and cleans up the table, taking 

everything over to the trash by the counter. The clerk is in the back 
but sees her through the window, just his eyes. For a moment, the 
roar is real and full and gone. More jarring without an echo, and 
she leans doubled over the trash, then rights herself. Shaking her 
head like she’d drain water from her ears. Hope is looking at her, 
and Sarah smiles. 

My ears have been funky. I keep hearing things. 
Weird. 
I guess it’s the elevation? She points toward the exit, and they 

go out. 
The highway surrounds her, semis and cars. Diesel. Hope is 

ahead of her for a second, and she spins around, slinging one of her 
gift bags open to pull something out. With her hair up and whirling, 
Sarah sees a bruise on the side of her neck. 

Can I play this CD? Colleen got it for me today. She holds up 
the jewel case. Some rapper. 

Sarah manages to keep her face bright. Sure. Anything you 
want. She unlocks the car, and they get in, shut the doors. She waits 
for some new pop, but there is none. Lead the way. 

She starts the car, and Hope holds the CD in front of the player, 
looking at Sarah before she slides it in. There’s quiet before the 
music starts, and Sarah’s already brought the car to the edge of the 
lot. Hope points right, and the music is nothing but a shrieking, 
scratching records and plastic wrap jammed into her ears. Hope is 
staring at her, and Sarah sees her own hands are white on the 
wheel. They’re halfway onto the road. She looks in the mirror long 
enough to see a car coming and hits the gas. 
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Could you turn that down? 
Hope winds the dial back, and instead of getting quieter, the 

sound changes entirely. Keening, whistling. Stellar sounds. Electro-
magnetic fields and radio waves. 

Are you okay? You got pale. 
Yeah. It’s this ear thing. I should probably take a Tylenol or 

something. 
You’ll go left here. 
She moves into the turn lane and cuts across the other side of 

the highway, onto the county road. They pitch down quick and 
then level out. Surrounded by ashen tree trunks. A shed behind a 
barbwire fence, the door open. 

Is this your road? 
No. There’s another turn at the top of the hill. Her face buried 

in the blue bag, looking at the skirt Sarah got her. 
The road starts upward again, and Sarah can feel the vibration 

of the engine channel through her fingers to her arms and to her 
face, her cheekbones. Topping the hill, she looks at Hope. Which 
way next? 

She glances up. Right. 
The road curves for a hundred yards, and then forks, and she 

takes it. The trees back off as the road dips, and she sees the sky has 
gotten dark. Rain on its way. 

How’s your mom doing? 
Hope shrugs. She’s fine. She’s been picking up a lot of extra 

shifts at the hospital. 
That leaves you at the house alone a lot, right? 
She shrugs again. Sometimes. Mom’s boyfriend is around most 

of the time. He said they’re trying to get some money together for a 
vacation. 

That’ll be nice. 
Faint smile. If they invite me. 
Tiny screams come chorus-like from Hope’s teeth and cut out 

when she turns away. The song changes, the stars moving to a 
different rhythm, and Hope turns to the window. A farmhouse and 
behind that, a brief glimpse at sweeping land, bare dirt, and corn 
stubble. Turning back to the road, Sarah barely misses a squirrel, 
and she swerves, corrects. 

Geez. One more surprise, and she thinks her heart might blow. 
The heat is on in the car, but she cracks the window, and in pours a 
cold wash of air and the roar, nearer. It is no longer small. 

Right up here. Here. 
Sarah follows Hope’s pointing, slows, and pulls onto the short 

gravel drive. The house is a good distance from the road, and the 
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yard bare until the house itself, guarded by trees and bushes. Some 
hull of a truck is pushed back in the sideyard. The car stops, and 
when Sarah opens the door and steps out, she swings with it at the 
full roar driving toward her. She crouches, is surprised that the 
ground is blurry, her eyes watery, knees wet in the dirt. 

Sarah? Are you okay? 
She waves Hope back. No sound comes at first. I’m okay. I just 

need some … Do you have some painkillers in the house? Sarah 
hears a strange note. 

Yeah, we do. 
Hope holds her hand out, and Sarah takes it and stands. She 

follows Hope, watches her jimmy the screen door up and step 
inside. It’s dark in the house, and before Sarah can shut the door 
behind her, the roar turns a corner, and she lingers to see if it will 
come down the road. She wonders if she’s going insane. Near the 
right age for onset. 

The bathroom’s this way. 
Sarah turns toward the voice, vision spinning. A light reveals 

blurs of old furniture, dark shag carpeting, smoke-yellowed curtains, 
a new TV. In the kitchen, the microwave has turned a shade of 
nicotine. A child’s aluminum ballbat beside the front door. Hope 
reaches for Sarah’s hand again and leads her to a hall. Stairs at the 
end, a doorway now lit and white. Hope opens the mirror over the 
sink, and the roar comes through it with a wretched belch of heat. 
Sarah slams her back to the wall in the hallway and closes her eyes. 
It’s coming from the mirror and from down the hall, and now the 
house is shaking, and her heart is expanding, depressurized, beat-
ing, vacuumed, banging against her ribs like a rocking chandelier. 
Hope has pulled her up into the bathroom and sits her on the toilet. 
Water and two pills in her face. She is speaking through the roar, 
and it comes reassuring but wordless. She swallows the pills, and in 
the bright light, Sarah brushes Hope’s hair aside. There is a column 
of bruises on her neck, blue fingertips. Hope straightens. The mirror 
is still open, and she shuts it. The roar halves, and now, Sarah can 
hear it coming. Moving. A train, a tornado, an end. 

Hope lifts Sarah to her feet, and they go out to the living room. 
The roar is louder. She sits them on the couch, and Sarah smells the 
smoke rise from the upholstery. 

Hope is looking away. Do you feel any better? 
Sarah nods. Yeah. 
She says something else, and Sarah can’t make it out. She 

shakes her head and tries to fix an expression beyond pain on her 
face. 

How’d you get the bruises? 
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It’s nothing. 
She twists on the couch, heavy and weak suddenly. Hope. You 

know I can’t let that go. What happened? 
Hope sighs. Smiles weakly. Mom’s boyfriend. Braden. He gets 

drunk and high and goes a little crazy. He’s not bad most of the 
time. 

Beyond the roar and the pain of it, now there is something 
pushing at her, and she feels her brain ripple like the skin of a water-
bed. What did you give me? 

Oxy. Braden has a prescription. Her voice is distant, facing the 
wall. You should stay here until you feel better. 

Sarah leans back against the couch and breathes slowly, tries to 
think the roar quiet. Why didn’t you tell me anything? 

Mom likes this one. He’s okay when he’s sober. 
Has he hurt you before? 
Just once. 
The roar and the waves, and now, someone has drawn all the 

strings in her arms taut. Her knuckles curl and reach her shoulders. 
She stands. She feels drunk, but through it and all the swimming, 
there is something she now suspects. She is at the door. Hope’s 
mouth is moving. Moving toward Sarah. 

Is he coming home now? 
She nods. 
Sarah opens the front door. The cold and dim light, the gray 

trees. And the roar. It is fire, blowing, and smoke. And when the 
truck comes into view, it is small and black and without gleaming. 
It tears open the gray, and Sarah sees flames. Gravel kicks up under 
the tires. It parks behind her car, and out comes a thin man in a blue 
vest and cap, blue jeans. Each uneven drop of his boots is a drum-
beat, a gout of fire. Hope is pulling her back from the door, and the 
man steps through. The roar is everything now. It is everything, and 
they are made of its wires. He eyes Sarah up and down, looks at 
Hope, and asks her something. Sarah forces a smile, and the man 
moves on into the house. Up the stairs. Hope tries to take her back 
to the couch, but Sarah will not move. 

Pounding. The bathroom door opens, and Sarah sees the light. 
She turns around. She heads toward the front door, hand groping 
for the ballbat she knows is there, finds it already in her hand, and 
she doesn’t need to see him coming; his footsteps are lights in her 
brain, and his presence is hot and dry. She swings the bat, and she 
sees him with a hand up and finger pointing and his mouth opens. 
Before he can speak and deafen her, she brings the bat over their 
heads and smashes his. A look with no expression, his eyes cowed 
in the flesh of his face. He hits the floor, and with another one-
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handed swing, the roar is hushed. The blood coming from his lips is 
bright and singing. 

Sarah! 
She looks at Hope. The room is warped, bowing outward but 

coming back. She wants to say something to make her feel better, 
and nothing comes. But she knows what to do. Putting her hands 
on Hope’s shoulders, she hugs her and opens the door. She goes to 
her car and gets the phone out of her purse. There are no sounds but 
the normal ones. She knows to call. She looks in her hand at the 
phone. No signal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RURAL 
TENDENCIES 

 
 

-70 WINDS just to make sure you’re paying attention. I’d 
been on it for hours, finally crossed into Ohio, and was still 
angry no one had figured out how to bypass all of Indiana, 

when my cousin Nick called, having heard I was coming to town 
for the first time in a long time. He invited me to a pasture party on 
the edge of town, and after dinner and cake and unpacking with 
Mom, I picked up a case of beer at the drive-thru and drove out into 
the country until I saw the bonfire. Nick’s old Cadillac was off to 
the side of the clearing, some milk crates, the tore-out backseat of a 
van scattered around for chairs. His car stereo was playing Hendrix 
as I parked, and a couple girls were dancing in front of the fire. One 
of them stopped when I walked up, and she came over, stumbling. 

Hey, you’re, um. She half-stomped, and her head was cocked. 
Come on, what’s your name? 

I could smell the wine on her. Freddy Dyne. 
Oh, yeah! You were a class ahead of me. She leaned one way 

and the other. She twisted around to look at the fire and spun back 
pointing at me. What happened to you? You just took off after 
graduation? 

I didn’t recognize her, but I’ve always had a bad memory for 
faces. I looked over her shoulder at the other girl by the fire. She 

I 
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was all shadows, and the song had changed to something I didn’t 
know, but she was grinding to it with her arms close along her 
body. I sidestepped the girl in front of me on my way to the cooler 
at the edge of the light, and I glanced at the dancing girl as slick as I 
could. I caught a flash of her eyes, and I leaned down for a beer. 
When I turned back around, she was facing me. She was a blonde, 
and a knockout. I pulled another beer from the cooler and sat on the 
van seats. Buzzed by the second beer. Everything sped up. More 
people had come out, and this guy sat next to me with a grown-out 
crew cut. We clinked bottles and watched the fire until he went off 
somewhere, and Nick filled the vacant seat. 

Hey man, how’re you doin’? Haven’t seen you in forever. 
I shrugged. I’m good. 
Good, good. He looked me up and down and smiled. So, you 

cool? 
Huh? 
You cool? He grinned wider and mimed smoking with his 

fingers pinched. 
Oh, yeah. Sure. 
He got up, started back to his car, and waved for me to follow 

him. He popped the trunk, and he lifted the cover from where the 
spare was stashed. In its place was a box, and in that box was a bag 
of weed, a bag of coke, and off-color rocks I’d never seen before. 
And even the rest I’d only seen in movies. 

Pick your poison, cuz. 
I turned to look at Nick, and he was backlit by the light in the 

trunk. I squinted at him and the stuff, and he pointed across the way 
toward the other corner of the pasture to a guy squatting over a milk 
crate. 

He’s my supplier. He’s all right. 
I stared at the box. I knew I probably shouldn’t touch a bit of it. 

But I hadn’t done anything other than save money and watch hotel 
cable since I’d left. I dreamed of crossed wires. I pulled out the off-
color stuff and opened the baggie, and Nick took it from me. 

Oh, man. What’ve you been doing away from home? I thought 
maybe we’d share a spliff. Were you in a gang or something? 

I smiled, went red. No. I just want to sample. 
All right. Let’s do it. 
Nick took a small bowl from the box and a little stone bat and 

poured in the crystals from the bag. He shut the trunk and ground 
the crystals in the bowl, and when he finished, he tipped the bowl 
over onto the trunk and dug out a card and cut the powder into 
lines. He pulled a dollar from somewhere, rolled it up, and passed it 
to me. I held it with my thumb against the seam and glanced back 
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at the fire. The dancing girl was standing with Nick’s dealer. I saw 
them both look over at me, and then I turned back to the car and 
stuck the dollar bill up my nostril and snorted the first line. I spun 
around, pinching the brim of my nose, and tried not to fall over. 

You all right, Fred? 
I bent over with my elbows on my knees. I nodded and waved 

him away, and I heard him snort. I stood back up and leaned 
against the car. 

Plenty more. He offered the dollar. 
I shook my head. No, thanks. Maybe in a bit. 
He raised an eyebrow at me and turned toward the fire. The 

dealer and dancing girl were coming over, and Nick stuck his hand 
out and the dealer bumped his fist. Hey, man. He smiled at the girl. 
Baby. 

So who’s this? The dealer pointed at me. 
This is my cuz, Fred. Freddy, this is Jeeves and his girl, 

Chasity. 
I reached my hand out to shake. So? I raised an eyebrow. 
Jeeves grinned. Ask Jeeves. I got the answers. 
I laughed. Things seemed funny. 
You from around here, Fred? 
I nodded. Yeah. I’ve been gone, working with my uncle. 
Nick leaned in. He runs around the country wiring up theaters. 

Makes some serious cash, from what I hear. 
Yeah, I said. I looked at Jeeves, and he was smiling. 
He turned to Chasity, and so did I. Something about her 

sharpened. It felt like my eyes had telescoped out of my head, and 
focused; everything got clear. She elbowed Jeeves and whispered 
something to him, and I saw her lips all heavy-looking, and her 
eyelashes caught the firelight. They were long and sleepy, and it 
seemed like everything about her was waiting to fall. 

Nick grabbed my arm and handed me the rolled-up dollar 
again. Come on. We can’t just leave this settin’. 

There were three fewer lines than when I last looked. Chasity 
had started to grind up against Jeeves a few paces away. I turned 
back to the lines on the car and took the dollar and snorted one. I 
shook my head and looked away, rubbed my shirtsleeve across my 
nose. I inhaled, and for the first time, really knew the depths of my 
sinuses. 

Nick touched my shoulder, and I realized I was sitting against 
the wheel of his car. He was talking to me, and I was nodding 
without hearing. I got thirsty and paced around with a beer. The 
Army kid from before was sitting with a girl, and Jeeves was back at 
his milk crate. I went to sit down in my car, and by the time I was 
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settled in the driver’s seat, Chasity had opened the passenger door 
and was getting in. She shut her door and reached across and, 
looking me in the eyes the whole time, she shut mine. She’d put her 
hand on my leg for balance, and when she leaned back, she kept it 
there. 

I woke up bunched in the backseat. My eyes were blurry, and 
the sky was brighter than hell. Sun already high, car getting hot. I 
rubbed my eyes and sat up, and my heart pounded. I could feel each 
half-beat and rocked back and forth with it. My cell phone was 
sitting on the dash, and I clambered into the front seat and grabbed 
it. Chasity’d put herself in my contacts, or I had. I slipped the phone 
into my pocket and opened the car door, then stumbled and rolled 
out onto the grass and just laid there. My heart still pounded. I tried 
to breathe slow. I wanted to crawl under my car. 

It was 2:00 when I pulled into my mom’s drive. In my old 
room, I woke up not even realizing I’d fallen asleep. My phone was 
vibrating, and I could hardly move to answer it. The screen lit up 
with her name. 

I’m making breakfast. You wanna come over? 
I didn’t question the time. Or mention I didn’t know where she 

lived. Sure. 
Jesse’s out of town for the day. 
I could hear her smile through the phone. I didn’t know who 

she meant right off. Um. 
She laughed. Jeeves. Jesse is his real name. 
I sweated asking her for directions, then staggered into the bath-

room for a shower. I felt about half-a-pile-of-shit better and slicked 
up my hair and drove out to Atchison. When I knocked on the 
door, Chasity opened it in shorts, a tanktop, and an apron and 
pulled me inside. It was a tiny house wedged between other tiny 
houses, and it was somehow even smaller inside. There was furni-
ture everywhere, piles of clothes, and something in the corner that 
turned out to be a stoned dog. All the blinds were pulled, and the 
front windows were covered with sheets. She led me into the 
kitchen and had me sit at the table in the corner. A radio was 
playing on the counter. She turned it down when she saw me 
wince. 

You look a little rough. She opened the fridge and took out a 
carton of eggs. 

I’m all right. —ish. 
She smiled at me and cracked an egg against a frying pan. She 

set the pan on an unlit burner and held her hand out to me, as if for 
me to kiss it. You want a bump? 

I looked up at her. Do what? 
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Do you want a bump. A hit. She fiddled with a ring on her 
hand and held it out again. The ring had a compartment that 
opened, and it was filled with powder. It’s from the same batch you 
had last night. 

I looked at the ring and nodded. She stepped closer, then I took 
her hand in mine and pinched off a nostril and snorted. She grinned 
and shut the ring and held it out again. 

Now, kiss the ring. 
I blinked and stared up at her. 
She put her hand in my face. Kiss it. 
I did. 
She turned back to the oven, dialing the burner up and cracking 

open a few more eggs. She had some bacon going in the same pan, 
and I could smell the gas first and then the greasy food. I felt light-
headed from hunger. She stirred the eggs, jutting her hips forward 
and leaning back like she was striking a pose, and she caught me 
looking. 

Jeeves is gonna be gone until tomorrow, she said, her cheeks 
turning pink. 

Yeah? 
He’s getting his supply. 
She looked at me briefly then reached up to a cupboard and got 

two plates. Her shirt lifted in the back, and I could see a tattoo of 
some symbol. She set the plates down and scraped the eggs and 
bacon onto them, then got out forks and put a plate in front of me 
and sat with hers. She smiled at me and lifted the apron from over 
her neck. Her shirt was low cut, and I could see down it. I looked at 
my plate and started to eat. I had stuffed half the eggs in my mouth 
before swallowing, and Chasity covered her mouth to hide her 
laughter. I swallowed and coughed. 

You want some water? 
I looked up at her, eyes all misty. 
She went to the tap and poured a glass. She gave it to me and I 

drank and coughed again, and she was grinning at me. I wouldn’t 
want you to die on me. 

Neither would I. I wiped my eyes and breathed deep. 
She took a drink from my glass and set it back on the table. 

Jeeves is looking to start his own lab. 
His own what? 
Lab. To cook in. He says it’s where the real money is. All you 

need is a place to cook it. He’d do it here, but the police are always 
around. They know he deals. 

I nodded and ate what was left of the bacon, looking behind me 
like they were already there, watching. 
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She leaned toward me, and when she crossed her arms on the 
table, her breasts pushed up to the collar of her shirt. So, tell me the 
truth. That was your first time last night, wasn’t it? 

I backed up a little, looked her in the eye, and smirked. First 
time for what? 

Doing crystal. 
I let the smirk go to a full smile. Yeah. 
I thought so. She stood up and pushed me back in my chair. 

She stepped over me and sat in my lap and crossed her arms over 
my shoulders. She smelled good, like flowers, kinds I’d never 
smelled. Her hair slipped down from behind her ear. How about 
this? She leaned in and kissed me hard, putting her hands on the 
back of my neck. 

I didn’t get the chance to answer. 
We laid together on a couch in the living room, covered by a 

sheet that had ash burns sprinkled all over it. She said it wasn’t like 
Jeeves was a bad guy; she liked him, but he never paid her any 
attention. She passed the cigarette to me, and I took a weak drag 
and gave it back. I exhaled with my throat tight and told her I 
couldn’t figure out how a guy could have a girl like her and not pay 
her attention. She rolled over and looked at me, and we kissed. We 
made it to the bedroom, and it was even darker there, and she 
guided me down to the mattress on the floor. I could just make out 
the palest parts of her. When we finished, we laid there until she got 
up to get her cigarettes. I could see it was dark outside by a sliver of 
streetlight that filtered through the sheets over the window. I 
couldn’t keep hold of my thoughts and wasn’t really sure I had any. 
Couldn’t tell if it was the bump she’d given me or the comedown or 
neither, love or something like it. 

I got you some water. 
She came in holding a little platter. The hall light was on, and 

she was still naked. The reflection from the platter bounced up to 
her face like a flashlight were under her chin. She set the platter 
down on the bedside, and I saw it was just a mirror, and she’d set 
out a wisp of meth by the glass of water. I took the water, and she 
stepped onto the bed and put her arms around me. I drank, and she 
took the glass from me. She leaned across the bed and took some-
thing out of a drawer and came back with a credit card. She edged 
half the powder onto the corner of the card and offered it to me. 

Nah, that’s all right. I think I’m good. 
Take it, babe. I get it free. She kissed my shoulder and held the 

card higher. 
I turned to look at her and took the card. Okay. I snorted it. But 

that’s it. I’m good. 
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She laughed. Not quite. She licked the card and took the mirror 
and dumped it over my crotch, and I stared at her as she crawled 
over me. This is the only way I do it. 

I leaned back onto the bed, and she climbed onto me. I closed 
my eyes. 
 
 

 
CHASITY CALLED ME OVER whenever Jeeves was out making 
runs, once a week or so, and we’d do just what we did. In between, 
we partied together, and every once in a while, she’d sneak me out 
back of wherever. One night, she did this, and we wound up in the 
backyard of a house that faced a church, big cross and all, and I told 
her I loved her. She stared me straight on, serious as cancer, and 
said, Me, too, before going down on me. 

The day I was supposed to return to work I came home around 
noon, found Mom had boxed my things and left them at the front 
door. A note said she couldn’t support me, knowing what I was 
doing. I couldn’t blame her. I packed up my car and went to 
Atchison and camped out on Jeeves’ couch. Chasity and I pretend-
ed we didn’t know each other. One day, I chanced upon a line of 
people going into the courthouse and found myself in the midst of 
an auction for foreclosed homes. Ended up with a house at the edge 
of town, just like that. Three years with a full-time job and no life 
can set you up pretty good. 

Yet, the place was a shithole, for sure. An old ranch house 
that’d, by the looks of it, been used for making drugs before. It had 
a damp basement, and the ceilings were spotted with water stains. 
We put my stuff away in the dry bedroom, and before I could turn 
around, Chas had stripped and pushed me up against a wall. We 
were in the living room when she drug her nails across my chest 
and drew blood. She looked wild above me, and when she saw the 
blood, she stopped long enough to empty her ring along the cut, and 
she rubbed it in with the flat of her thumb and licked it off. 

Here’s what we’ll do, she said, when we’d made it to the floor. 
She was looking up at the ceiling like she could see past it. We’ll 
learn how to cook here. Let Jesse buy the supplies, and we’ll watch 
him. Once he’s got everything together, and we know how to do it, 
we’ll tell him. 

Tell him? Won’t he freak out? 
No. She paused for a second. It’s not like he loves me. I’m just 

part of his furniture. Part of his whole Scarface thing. He’ll find 
someone else. 

What about his stuff? Can we just push him out? 
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She started smiling and looking up again. What’s he gonna do, 
call the cops? It’s your house. And he can’t rat us out without going 
down himself. 

I didn’t say anything. I felt pretty bad about that. Scared. 
Ashamed. I knew I was in over my head, and she seemed to know 
it, too. 

It’s not a forever thing, Freddy. She put an arm across my 
chest. Nobody deals forever. We’ll make enough money to buy a 
place in Mexico or something, and we’ll live on the beach. 

What about after? 
After? 
Yeah. When we get old. 
We won’t get old. 

 
 

 
A COUPLE WEEKS LATER, Jeeves and I got all the equipment 
together and put it in the basement. The basement’s electric was all 
fucked up, and I fixed it so he’d have some proper lighting. When 
we finished with everything, he shook my hand and grinned. He 
thanked me, and I tried not to look like I had liar stamped on my 
forehead. Taking his woman was one thing; taking his livelihood—
what there was of it—seemed to cross a line. 

He was gone that whole week after, with Nick, trying to find 
the best places for the chemicals and getting them as clean and 
cheap as he could. He got them far, too. The man didn’t shit in his 
kitchen. And he wouldn’t sell to kids. I liked that he had some kind 
of code. We spent more time together those first few weeks than 
Chas and I did. He was at the house all night, mixing everything, 
reading up on all the chemicals and reactions. Every so often, he’d 
come up for air, but that first week, I didn’t even see him eat. A 
couple weeks in, I woke up in the middle of the night and saw the 
light on under the crack of the basement door. I got dressed, did a 
key, and went into town for some McDonald’s. I came back with 
eight sandwiches and cartons of milk and knocked on the door. 

I got some food here. I lifted the paper bags by my head. 
Jeeves had backed himself up against a wall, surrounded by a 

couple buckets, a table stacked with glass beakers and vials, and a 
washbasin he’d set over the drain in the middle of the floor. His 
cheeks were sunken in and his eyes offset by the bags under them. 
Oh, man. He smiled and stood, then looked at the floor. What day 
is it? 

Wednesday. I held out one of the bags over the table, and he 
opened it. 
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He unwrapped his first sandwich and bit into it, and his eyes 
widened. Mmm, fuck. 

I grinned. We both sat down Indian-style on the concrete. 
Didn’t say anything, just ate. He finished and crumpled up the bag. 
He opened a carton of milk, drank, and tilted it up toward the 
ceiling. I tossed him one of my sandwiches and stood up. 

I’m goin’ back to bed. 
Thanks, man. 
No problem. I felt a little better. It was a big deal for me, feed-

ing the guy. 
 
 

 
CHAS DIDN’T COME BY for the first few weeks. When she 
started coming around, she was always in the basement with 
Jeeves. He never said much of anything, just that he was perfecting 
his recipe, and if I stayed too long, Chas would wave me back 
upstairs. We only got together when Jeeves was gone, and that was 
less and less often. A few people bought supplies for him now, and 
he made sure they broke up the lists so that nobody would catch on. 
The lists rotated. People buying them rotated. Locations rotated, 
the day, everything. Deliveries only came at night, and I was always 
around when they showed, whether Jeeves was there or not. One 
night, this kid came in, loaded down with bags. He turned sideways 
to get through the door, and when he came inside, I saw how 
scrawny he was. I backed up and took a few of the bags from him, 
and we set them on the counter. 

He looked at me, squinting. Freddy, right? I’m Squiddie. 
Does everyone around here get a nickname but me? 
He shrugged, then stuck his fist out. You just got to have a thing. 
I hit his fist, and he made an explosion with his hand. So, 

what’s your thing? 
I fight like I got eight arms. 
I grinned and pointed to the basement, moving him along. 

Jeeves is downstairs. 
We grabbed the bags, and I opened the door and let him go 

through first. Jeeves was grinding out some rocks in a bowl. He 
emptied the bowl onto the table and looked up at us. 

I think I got it, he said. The good stuff. 
We both stepped up to the table. Jeeves took a metal file and 

cut the little mound of powder into lines. We stared at the lines, and 
he rubbed his chin. He hadn’t shaved in I don’t know how long. 

You. I paused. You wanna call up Chasity? First snort’s kind of 
a big deal. 
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She can go to hell. She didn’t want nothing to do with this until 
she knew I wasn’t gonna blow her up. She wants to hide away 
while I take the risks, she can miss the benefits. He relaxed his 
smirk and smiled at me. And she didn’t bring me food. 

I shrugged again. Well. I wondered if she’d worried whether I’d 
get blown up, too. 

Jeeves stooped down to the table. He breathed in deep. 
I’ll do it, J, Squiddie said. 
Jeeves didn’t move his head from near the first line. He looked 

up at Squiddie. How old are you now? 
Eighteen. 
Don’t be a dumbshit. He pushed a nostril closed and snorted 

with the other. He stood up and looked at the ceiling, rubbing the 
area below his eyes. 

Squiddie and I looked at each other, and I think we were both 
holding our breaths. When Jeeves looked down, his eyes were 
watering, but he didn’t keel over. He put his hands on the table. 

Wait a minute. See if I have a heart attack or something. Jeeves 
looked at us, at the walls, at his hands. He took a step back from the 
table and said, Okay, I think I’m good. I’ll let you know if I die in a 
little bit. 

Squiddie laughed. He looked at the remaining lines and jerked 
his head. Can I try? 

Jeeves stared him down. No. Ask me again in a couple years. 
Why not? 
Cuz you’re like my little brother or some shit. I’m not gonna let 

my little brother get hooked on crystal. 
Squiddie pointed at him. You’re not hooked. Neither’s Chasity. 
Jeeves looked away. Yeah, we ain’t hooked. He glanced 

around himself at the table and the equipment. I shoulda never let 
you in on this. He reached into his back pocket and lifted out his 
wallet. He threw several folded twenties across the table and 
Squiddie leaned down to pick them up off the floor. 

I’m not a kid. 
Uh huh. Jeeves dragged over a stool and sat. He pulled a 

cigarette out of his pocket and stopped before he lit it. The cigarette 
hung between his lips. When you don’t have to say that to some-
one, that’s when you won’t be. He looked around himself with the 
cigarette still dangling and reached for a notebook. He got a pen 
and wrote ‘NO SMOKING’ on a piece of paper. He traced over it a 
few times and ripped out the sheet. One of you hang this up some-
where. Jeeves went upstairs, and I could hear the lighter flick. 

Squiddie looked at the table. 
Huh uh, I said, and waited on him to go upstairs. 
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JEEVES STARTED DEALING the day after. It sold well. The 
money came in pretty steady. I got a cut for it being my place, and 
the money more than covered house payments. I took a little in 
drugs, at a discount. Chasity was over every time Jeeves cooked, 
but when he wasn’t, she wasn’t. A couple weeks after Jeeves first 
tried his stuff, I was watching a football game, and I heard Chas 
coming up the basement steps. I was sitting on an old couch we’d 
picked up from the side of the road, and she stood in front of me, 
smiling. I glanced at the basement door and put my hands on her 
legs. 

I know everything now, she said. I watched him from the 
beginning, and I knew it every step of the way. She stepped closer, 
enclosing my knees between her thighs. She bent down and put her 
hand on my jaw, sliding it back to my neck. We can make our 
move any time. She leaned in close and kissed me. 

I moved my hands from her legs up to her ass, and the base-
ment door opened—neither of us had heard him. Jeeves just stood 
there looking at us for a moment, and he sort of nodded, then went 
back downstairs. I hadn’t even taken my hands off her. We didn’t 
move. 

What should we do? It came out as a whisper. 
She looked down at me, and her face twisted. What do you 

mean? We don’t need to do anything. Her eyes. I had enough time 
to wonder if a person could be as ugly as she was pretty before she 
softened and edged a little closer to me. In a minute, he’ll come up, 
and he’ll walk right out the front door. He won’t say a word. 

I tried to smile at her. I felt like hell, and when I looked away, 
she must have seen it in my face, and she put a hand on my cheek 
and leaned in to kiss me. She kissed me hard, and she ran a hand 
through my hair, and I was put in my place. Jeeves came up the 
steps, and we could hear him this time, and although Chasity stood 
up, she didn’t move her legs from around mine. He shut the 
basement door behind him and stared at us. He took a few steps 
forward and pointed at Chasity. 

You. Jeeves looked at me. He was still pointing like he could 
keep Chas in place with his finger. She’s gonna eat you alive. 

Get your shit out of here, Jesse. She swung her leg over mine 
and walked toward him. 

You can fuckin’ have it. Jeeves dropped his arm. His chest 
expanded and shrank. I know the score. 

You don’t know shit, you asshole! Chasity threw a hand back 
for a blow. 
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Jeeves smiled and leaned and walked out. Chasity turned to 
me, face red, eyes glowing like butane jets. She started to smile, and 
she went down into the basement, and I stood to follow her. I 
stopped at the foot of the stairs and watched her look everything 
over. She spun around and danced back to me, took my hands and 
held them up. 

He didn’t touch a thing. We’re gold, Freddy. 
I took her in my arms, and she wrapped hers around me, 

pulling my shirt up. We dropped to a mattress that’d been drug 
down for Jeeves to sleep on, and I undid her pants. She bit off the 
corner of the baggie that had appeared in her hand. 

We passed out before the sun rose, a blur, and stumbled 
upstairs around noon and went to sleep. Someone knocked on the 
door, and I jolted upright. Chasity was out cold, so I crawled out of 
bed and put on a pair of jeans. The front door shuddered. The 
windows were sealed up so no one could look inside. No way to see 
who it was. I went to the kitchen and pulled a steak knife out of the 
drawer and stuck it in the back of my pants. My hand was already 
shaking when it reached the doorknob. I opened the door a crack 
and winced at the daylight, and a fist came out of the brightness and 
knocked me back. Squiddie stepped inside and kicked the door shut 
behind him. I put my hands to my face. The cartilage in my nose 
moved more than it should, and it felt like the whole thing might 
slide off my face. My hands came away covered in blood, and my 
vision blurred. 

You cocksucker. You fucking traitor. Squiddie stood over me, 
swung his leg back and kicked me in the side, and I cried out. Get 
up. C’mon. He kicked me again. 

I pushed along the carpet with my feet to scoot away, and I got 
my knees under me and stood. What the fuck, Squid? 

He dropped his hands and raised them again, waved them 
around. What the fuck? You tell me what the fuck? He looked at 
the walls like they might answer the question, like they were his 
audience. You been fuckin’ Jeeves’ girl, man. That ain’t right. He 
walked toward me, and lights lit in my eyes after his jab landed, and 
I stumbled back. Guy’s been nothin’ but good to you. Made you a 
damn partner! 

He jabbed again, and I ducked. He caught me with a cross. I 
tripped over a box in the hall, felt the knife fly from my jeans. He 
ran at me, and we dropped to the floor. His hand shot out to my 
throat and he was on top of me, throttling me with one hand and 
punching my busted nose with the other. I could barely see Chasity 
come from around the corner, naked and blurry, kicking Squiddie 
in the face. He stopped punching me long enough to grab her leg 
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and she dropped, and through the black coming over my eyes, I saw 
the gray streak of the knife as Chasity stuck it in his ribs. 
 
 

 
THERE WAS MUSIC playing on repeat. I opened my eyes. Sore 
all over. I rolled onto my stomach and felt what was my nose touch 
the pillow. There was a groan, and it must have come from me. The 
music repeated. I stood and wobbled on my feet, leaned against the 
wall. In the hall, I could make out Squiddie lying there with the 
knife in his side. I fell back against the wall and sank to the floor. It 
was his phone ringing, the music. Repeating. I reached out to him 
and touched his shoulder. Stiff. I crawled closer to him and rolled 
him over, rummaged his pocket for his phone. The screen was bro-
ken, and I don’t know why I did, but I flipped it open. 

Squid? a voice said. 
I sucked in a breath. It was Jeeves. 
Squid? What the fuck? 
I tossed the phone away, saw the hallway in the little blue light 

from the screen. I sat there, staring. Heard the basement door open. 
Got to my feet. Chas? 

She met me in the doorway to the kitchen, grabbed onto my 
shoulders. Get rid of the body. I couldn’t lift him. 

I shook my head. What? 
You have to get rid of it. Bury him. Throw him in a ditch some-

where. You have to get rid of him. 
The only light was coming from the basement. I could barely 

see her, but I knew what expression she wore. Her eyes. Then, her 
hands were digging into my shoulders, and she was shaking me. 
Finally, she shoved me away and went back into the basement. I 
walked to the body and bent down to take an arm. I threw it over 
my shoulder and heaved up. I opened the front door just as a car 
passed, and ducked out of the doorway and lugged the body 
through the house out the back. The blood ran cold on my 
shoulder. The moon rose over the trees. Shadows of a dead ash 
stretched nearby, and I let the body slide to the ground. I slumped 
beside it. Weak, shaky. It had been over a day since I’d eaten. For a 
summer night, the air was cool. I looked at Squiddie’s body. His 
shirt was bright in the moonlight, and the stain on his side was 
black. 

The sound of the gunshot shook me up. I’d been staring at the 
blood on my hands. I almost didn’t go inside. I almost got in my car 
and drove away. The last nerve of me turned and walked through 
the open door. It was black inside after having gotten accustomed to 
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the moonlight. I felt my way around until I saw the front door 
hanging open, and everything in me went numb. My throat dried. 
A crack of light shone under the basement door. I turned the handle 
and pulled the door open. All still, but on the concrete below, a 
pool of blood rolled toward the drain in the middle of the room. I 
took the steps slowly, leaning down to see. Chasity was crumpled in 
a corner. I ran down the rest of the stairs and fell beside her. Her 
eyes were open wide, and her jaw was slack. Her back teeth were 
rotten. 

She had it coming. 
I whipped around. Jeeves was in the far corner, his hand 

pressed to his throat. Blood seeped through his fingers. He’d fallen 
over a table, and all of the pots and vials had shattered. I didn’t 
smell anything; my nose was wrecked. 

I would have left you alone, you know. But I couldn’t calm 
Squiddie down. He tore outta my place. Jeeves smiled weakly, and 
he reached into his pocket for something. I knew what happened 
when he didn’t answer his phone. 

I took a few steps toward him. I might have felt lightheaded, 
but it wouldn’t have been anything new. 

He had my back. Jeeves palmed his pack of cigarettes and put it 
on the leg of his jeans and pulled a cigarette out, put it in his mouth. 
Shame, ’cause I liked you, too. 

He took out his lighter and lifted it to his mouth, nodded 
calmly to the sign beside me. My eyes widened and my gut caught, 
and I turned to the stairs. The room kept spinning for me, but 
toward me, not away as I’d willed. I fell into the banister and 
climbed up the stairs on all fours and could hear Jeeves laughing, a 
sound on repeat like Squiddie’s ringtone, and then I could hear that, 
too. Repeating. I was at the top of the stairs when the explosion 
caught me, and the room spun a new way, bright and black. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GO21 
 
 

IVE DAYS after GO21. Thom woke up and checked the 
windows. It had clouded up overnight, and his breath 
misted on the glass. A car drove down Fountain. He lived 
with a guy who’d graduated the year before and who 

never left his room. When Thom went downstairs, the front door 
was open, unlocked—the door had to be locked to catch; otherwise, 
it blew open if one of them farted. He checked the fridge and the 
cabinets, and there was nothing missing. His roommate’s door was 
closed. A broken tile grated under his foot in the kitchen. 

Outside, it was as cold as he’d expected. Without the sunlight, 
everything looked gray and deader than the day before. Most of the 
people he was used to seeing, on the street or on their porches since 
the hit, were inside, save for one old man named Riley, who’d been 
sitting on his porch before GO and probably would be forever. 
Thom waved to him, and the old man stood up. 

They found a hunk of the thing in Cedarville yesterday. 
What? 
Riley waited on him to come closer, and Thom put his foot on 

the first step to the porch. The old man pointed at a radio on a milk 
crate. Said they found a hunk of the thing in Cedarville. Of the 
asteroid. 

No kidding? A cat came out from under the porch trellis, and 
Thom stooped to pet it. Maybe they’ll put it in a museum or some-
thing. 

F 
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Riley coughed. He was looking at the radio. Cold today. 
Thom smiled and glanced down the road. Yeah, it is. 
Riley said nothing else, and Thom went on toward downtown. 

Only two cars passed him, both police, and both eyeballed him as 
they rolled by. At the door to his friend’s place, he saw one of the 
same cruisers circle around. He knocked. Gibbs answered the door 
and let him in. 

So, you’ve been writing me love letters, man? 
Thom lifted a shoulder. Eh. I’ve just been nervous about things. 

I left notes with everyone. Can’t exactly call you and talk now. 
Gibbs nodded and receded into the hall. The blinds were 

drawn, and it was dark except for the doorways to his room and to 
the kitchen. I feel you. Want a beer? 

Sure. 
Abbi’s in my room. Go on in. I was playing a game. He went to 

the kitchen. 
Thom turned and stood in the bedroom doorway. 
Abbi was sitting on the futon with a controller in her hand. 

Here, take this. He keeps making me play against him since he can’t 
get online. She handed Thom the controller, and he took it and sat 
at the far end of the futon. They both stared at the screen. So, what 
have you been doing for your … break? Your GO-sgiving? 

My GO-smas? 
Christ, we need to name that thing, Abbi said, rolling her head 

back. 
I know. Somewhere, someone has the perfect meme for this 

and a cat picture to go along with it. But they’re afraid to leave their 
basement. 

She laughed. 
Gibbs came in with two beers and passed Thom one. You 

know. He sat down. Everyone in the Third World right now is 
laughing their ass off. We’re gonna be coming to them for advice, 
begging, ‘Please tell us how you live without the Internet. How do 
you know which way’s north?’ He picked up his controller and hit 
the start button. 

I think I heard somewhere three out of four people everywhere 
have cell phones, Thom said. 

Nobody likes a know-it-all. 
They were playing a deathmatch game. There were computer 

players on either side, and the screen was split. Thom died round 
after round. In the snow, in a city, in a jungle. They drank their beers. 

Thom ran his finger absently around the lip of his. What’re you 
gonna do if the power does go out? I mean, everybody’s just sort of 
waiting around for someone to tell them what to do. 
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This isn’t a big deal, really. I mean, strategically, it’s huge. 
There could be a hundred nukes headed our way, and we’d have to 
hope we still have our gear from the 1970s turned on. He jerked his 
hand, his character jumping. But everyone’s on the same page. So 
all this is, probably, is a couple months, maybe more, where you 
don’t have to call your mom and dad every day. They’ll launch 
some new satellites or wait for the debris to clear out or whatever, 
then send them up. 

Huh. So you don’t think things’ll get any worse? 
Nah. But if they do, you just come a-runnin’. He reached out 

for Thom’s cheek, and Thom lurched aside. I’ll take care of you. 
Thom looked across the futon at Abbi. What a dick. 
I know, right? I think it’s because he doesn’t have kids calling 

him a faggot all day anymore. She pointed at the screen. 
Well, I can do that for you, Gibby. 
Gibbs shot Thom’s character dead with a rocket launcher. Seri-

ously, though. If something happens, come here. If I’m not here, 
I’m at Abbi’s. 

Okay. 
Buddy of mine is way into that stuff. Doomsday prepping and 

everything. Spends all his money on it. If shit meets fan, I’ll hook us 
up with him. He laughed. We’d end up dukes or something. Kings 
of Ohio. Gibbs’ character was reloading, ducking. He’s gonna be 
aggravating as hell, though, I tell you. He’s gonna have a mega-
phone and just shout, ‘I told you so,’ all day long. 

Have I met this guy? Thom said. 
I don’t think so. Different circles. Gibbs glanced his way. This 

isn’t a thing, man. It’s a disaster, sure. But disasters happen all the 
time. Just, this is our first one. 

Thom said nothing. His character died again. 
Back home, he found the hiking backpack in his closet and 

stuffed it with some clothes and a couple cans of refried beans. 
There were all sorts of compartments, and he filled them with 
packets of Advil and matchbooks, a spare pocketknife. He got his 
Nalgene from downstairs and filled it with water and put it in the 
bag’s mesh drink carrier. He set the backpack in front of the dresser 
by the door. It was getting dark out, and the streetlights kicked on. 
The sky was turning the color of slate. This was the first day since 
the hit that hadn’t been sunny, even a little warm. He went to the 
kitchen and picked out the largest knife they had and slid it into a 
sleeve in the backpack. There was nothing else to do. He stood 
there in the middle of his room, watching it go dark and the 
streetlight square beside him, cut apart by tree branches. A scuttling 
on the roof. He pounded on the wall beside him and listened to the 
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raccoon run to the far side of the house. He was cold and couldn’t 
just keep standing there, bored and anxious, so he got his jacket and 
went to the bar. 

There were more townies there than students, and the music 
was turned low. Most of his friends were able to go home, so they 
had. Everyone was seated at the bar or the tables by the door. He 
found a stool and ordered a shot of rum. The TV was on public 
access. There were no sports to show and no way to show them. 
The screen played a series of short messages from people out of 
communication trying to reach others in the area. The bartender 
gave him his shot and wouldn’t take any money for it. 

Consider it a donation. 
Thom thanked him and drank it. He paid for a beer and 

listened to the others talking. They were arguing over hearsay 
reports of riots in D.C. and even in Columbus and Cincinnati, the 
power out for no given reason and public servants gone. An older 
man drank from a pint and set it down, looking dead ahead at no 
one. 

I drive truck. I was in Cincinnati just yesterday and heard they 
burnt down one of them historic buildings in the West End. Proba-
bly just for the hell of it. 

You know what they said about asteroids, right? They make 
people go crazy. Something bad happens every time one passes by. 
Halley’s Comet? Supposed to be someone important dies every time 
it comes around. 

Mark Twain, Thom said. 
Who? 
Mark Twain. Born the day it passed and died the next time it 

did. 
No shit. Who’s Mark Twain? 
Thom smiled through his beer. There was a man at the other 

side of the bar drinking from a mug, and Thom watched him stand, 
smash the mug so the handle was all that remained in his fist, and 
deck the guy sitting next to him. The guy toppled, and the man 
followed him to the floor. Fists rose from over the countertop and 
came down. The bar erupted in a roar, and the bartender hopped 
over the counter and pulled the two apart. Thom stood and circled 
over to the crowd, and he saw the man had punched a student, two 
holes in his face where the handle hit him. His eyes were wide and 
swept around him at the crowd, and they set him on his feet. His 
attacker said nothing. Someone had pulled his arm behind his back, 
and he was almost motionless, fixed on the student. Thom nudged 
the man next to him. 

What was that all about? 
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Hell if I know. 
Thom still had his beer in his hand. He finished it and set the 

glass on a table and walked out before he wound up in a melee. 
Three of the older men were carrying the crazy one behind him, 
legs up and kicking. Thom kept on walking. 

It was late in the evening, nearing midnight. Riley’s porch was 
empty, but his radio was on. An announcer, theatrically breathless, 
said the mayor of some city Thom hadn’t heard was ordering a 
curfew. Hospitals were on alert and full of victims of a riot. One 
man had been bitten so hard on the hand, his tendons had been 
severed. 
 
 

 
THE NEXT MORNING, Thom stood at his window for an hour 
and saw no one. His roommate’s door was open downstairs, the 
bedroom vacant. His car was gone. Thom went back into the room 
and looked for a note, but there were only his things, a mattress on 
the floor, books and comics, and a computer. The lights were all off 
on it. No blue ring or yellow dot for the monitor. He tried the 
ceiling fan. Nothing. 

Shit. Shit, shit. Thom started through the house, tried a light in 
the kitchen, and opened the refrigerator. It was all off. 

He went outside. It was colder than the day before, and the sky 
was a flat gray like there weren’t even clouds in it. Fountain Avenue 
was abandoned. He got in his car and drove out of the alley and 
onto the street. The traffic signal at McCreight was off, and the 
Limestone signal was off, too. The gas station sign was blank, no 
prices. He tried not to panic. He sat the car at the intersection, 
waiting on someone to appear. Heading left toward the nearest 
supermarket, he found there were cars backed up, brakelights on, 
people turning off the streets. He nearly sank over the steering 
wheel, sighing. A horn blared behind him, and he pulled off to the 
curb. A truck sped past. He turned his radio on and spun the dial 
forward and back, switched to AM, and did the same. A station 
came in, but a car had pulled up beside him, and they rolled their 
windows down. 

The driver leaned over, a mom, kid in the backseat. You know 
what’s going on? 

I don’t, no. My power’s out. 
Ours, too. I heard it’s out all over. 
All over town? 
She shook her head. All over the country. 
He narrowed his eyes. I’ve got a radio station coming in. 
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What’s it saying? 
He looked toward the dash. There was no static, but no sound. 

It’s not saying anything. But it’s on, so there’s got to be power. 
The woman eyed toward the backseat. Someone told me last 

night the asteroid is making people s-i-c-k. You heard about the 
man who found a piece in Cedarville? 

Yeah, Thom said. 
They say he’s d-e-a-d. 
Who’s they? 
She shrugged. A car pulled behind her. She smiled faintly and 

drove away, the car behind passing Thom’s quickly, looking in at 
him. He sat there at the curb, turning up the heater and letting the 
blank station space on. His car still had plenty of gas, but he felt bad 
about using it, so he U-turned in the middle of the street and put the 
grocery store behind him. He forgot he had the window down, and 
before he could roll it up, he heard a shot. 

He sat up very straight in the seat and looked in the mirrors. 
From between the clutch of traffic, a mob emerged, running and 
spreading out, people tripping and getting smashed against car 
doors, jumping onto hoods. Two more shots, and then, whoever 
was firing unloaded as fast as he could pull the trigger. Thom was 
watching the road ahead, and in the mirrors, the mob was scram-
bling toward him, covering the street and sidewalk and the yards. 
He gunned the Civic and turned for home. The radio crackled, and 
a voice came on, muffled, then said, ‘Can you get her? Do you see 
her?’ and went dead again. 

Rolling up the driveway, he saw the door was hanging open, 
and he cursed. He considered leaving the car running just to be 
quicker, but he shut it off and left it. It was cold inside, and he 
locked the door behind him. There were no screams or shouts, no 
sounds. He thought he’d hear people stampede down the street. He 
flew up the steps and got the backpack from his room, flew back 
and opened the front door. Outside, he did hear a shout, from far 
off. He locked the door and got in his car, pointed it toward Gibbs’ 
place. Riley was standing on his porch across the street, and Thom 
rolled his window down. 

You hear all this crazy shit? 
Riley scowled. No need to curse. Yeah, I heard it. That dang 

farmer shot his wife and kid. Fella come by to see the rock and 
found all three of ’em blew to bits. 

I meant. Thom began to gesture up the street. Jesus, he said, 
quiet. 

Riley was staring at his radio. Thom gave him a moment more 
to speak, then drove on to Gibbs’. He pulled around into the alley 
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behind the house, into a gravel lot shared with other tenants. Gibbs 
was throwing bags into the bed of his truck. Thom got out with his 
backpack. 

You’re just in time, bud. We’re bugging out. 
I saw a mob get shot at up by Kroger. 
We were there. Gibbs pointed at Thom’s car. How much gas 

you got? Can you get across the state? 
Which way? 
East. Ben’s got a cabin in BFE east of Columbus. 
Ben? That’s this guy you know? Yeah, I can make that. 
Gibbs threw down the tailgate. Great, ’cause we can’t. Help me 

load this shit in your car. 
Thom popped his trunk, and they started throwing bags into it. 

Abbi stood at the door, and when Thom saw her there, she lifted a 
finger and pointed at the alley behind them. A man was walking 
down the alley, and he stopped at the sight of them. His shirt was 
white, but the bottom was misted with blood. 

What are you guys doing? 
Gibbs straightened and took two steps toward the man. We’re 

throwing a get-the-fuck-out party. Here’s your invitation. He drew a 
pistol from his jacket and held it aloft. 

Jesus Christ, Mike! Thom put a hand out between them. 
The man jumped and backed to the fence lining one side of the 

alley. I’m sorry. I’m going. 
Go faster. Gibbs led him along with the pistol. 
The man started a half-hearted jog down the alley. They 

watched him until he reached the street on the other end, then dis-
appeared. 

I’m not trusting anyone, Gibbs said, putting the pistol in a 
holster under his arm. 

You about gave me a heart attack, man. 
He shrugged. I saw the guy who freaked in the parking lot. 

Someone was reaching into his cart for one of them little cookstove 
propane tanks. He threw the last bag from the truck into the 
backseat of the Civic, and they closed the door. Come on out here, 
Abb. 

She stepped outside, her purse and another bag on her 
shoulder. She said nothing. 

You still mad? 
She went around to the other side of the Civic and sat behind 

the passenger seat, slamming the door shut. Yes, I’m fucking mad. 
Gibbs looked in on her. Well, I’m sorry. I just don’t want to see 

you get eaten or something for lack of me being careful. 
You’re treating me like I’m some damsel. I’m not keeping my 
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head down just because you like to feel manly. Her voice was 
muffled from inside the car. 

He pinched the corners of his eyes, then looked at Thom. He 
shrugged. 

Eaten? Thom said. Eaten? 
Gibbs set his arm on the roof of the car. You haven’t heard that 

shit? It’s like everyone in Dayton snorted bath salts or something. 
Four dudes eating a fifth dude. Fifth dude looks up from where he’s 
laying, sees the guy watching who told it to me. Smiles, and I shit 
you not cocks his head up, like this. Gibbs tilted his chin perpendic-
ular to the ground. And bites his damn tongue off, swallows it. The 
guy said he just saw him stick his tongue out, then his teeth and the 
tongue sort of flops back onto his mouth before he did the crocodile 
thing, and it was gone. 

You’re … That’s bull. I don’t believe that. 
You don’t have to. You just have to drive the car. He got in the 

passenger side, and Thom opened his door. 
He started the car up and glanced over at Gibbs. 
Take 40 East up to London. 
Where’s that? 
East. You’ll see it. 
Thom pulled the car out of the lot and onto the street. They 

drove toward downtown, and the further they got, the more win-
dows they saw broken. A bar, a firehouse. There was a man with a 
gun standing in front of a broken windowpane in the pawnshop. He 
watched them go by. More broken windows in the business district. 
A few people were gathered under an entryway of a bank building, 
and when they saw the Civic, they started running and a rock beat 
on the roof of the car. 

I’ll shoot the fuckers. Put your window down. 
You’re not shooting over me. Thom hit the gas, speeding past 

before they could reach the street. 
Another rock hit the back windshield and cracked a hairline 

near the top. They reached 40, and Gibbs directed him right, then 
around the median so they could head east. Halfway through the 
turn, they saw a single police cruiser at the gas station by the 
intersection, but it stayed motionless after they had turned around 
and motored away. 

It was a long drive, and there was nothing to do but stare out 
the windows. The state flattened in the middle, and people spread 
out, dispelled like grease by a drop of soap. The sky was still blank. 
The radio going, Gibbs scanning the dials, hitting the buttons every 
few seconds, beeping. Abbi hadn’t said a word. They were quiet 
after getting out of the city. A school and parking lot passed on the 
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right. There were sheets of paper all over the message board out 
front. Notes for people out of touch. 

After the hundredth round of stations, Thom reached over for 
the stereo and popped out the faceplate, tossing it to the floor. 
You’re driving me nuts with that. 

You coulda just said so. 
Thom stayed facing forward. The road progressed under them, 

humming. Gibbs pointed him left at an intersection in the middle of 
nowhere, a giant dead oak towering over the traffic light. They 
wended up a road to a three-way intersection just outside of a town. 
There was a warehouse-like garage ahead of them and, hanging 
from a tree, two carcasses, red and pink and white. Before Abbi 
could say anything, Gibbs called them as deer. 

Are you sure? Abbi said. 
You wouldn’t drain a person. 
If you were eating them, you would. 
If you were on bath salts, you wouldn’t. He rolled his eyes and 

lifted a tired finger on down the road. 
Thom took the turn, and they slowed coming into the town. 

Rows of train tracks beside an overpass for a state route, gas 
stations and grain silos. A slab of pavement in every direction but 
behind them. The town was quiet, one car passing them headed the 
other way, gas stations already closed up. There was a giant mural 
on the side of a building, an archway into a summertime scene, a 
market or festival, and the color was like a hole punched through 
the drab scenery. They neared a grocery store, and the entrances 
were blocked with rows of shopping carts. No police around. Gibbs 
pointed them left again, and they worked their way out of town. 

How much farther? I got about seventy miles left in the tank. 
We’ll make it, easy. Don’t worry. 
They were supposed to turn on at Highway 33, but it was 

barricaded and even the overpass itself was guarded by two canvas-
backed military trucks, a few soldiers with gasmasks loose on their 
chests and rifles in the air. Thom started to turn them around, and 
Gibbs held up his hand. 

Lemme see what the boys are up to. He pulled his wallet from 
his pocket and flipped it open for his ID card. He stepped out of the 
car slowly, holding the ID aloft and his other hand well away from 
his chest. Two of the nearby soldiers came forward, rifles now 
pointed toward the Civic, at the ground. 

He’s gonna get himself killed, Abbi said. 
One of the soldiers stepped wide. The other came forward and 

took the card from Gibbs, read it, and handed it back. He was 
smiling. They gestured back and forth, to the overpass and to the 
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highway. They talked for a minute or more before Gibbs waved to 
them and walked back to the car. 

A piece of GO fell just south of here. They’re keeping the place 
on lock after what happened in Cincy. 

Thom shifted in his seat. Wait, a piece fell in Cincinnati? 
He nodded. Supposedly. Now, they’re moving to quarantine 

everything. 
So, it’s the asteroid that’s making people freak out? asked Abbi. 
Gibbs shrugged. They’re just not taking any chances. Which is 

why we’re here in the first place. Keep away from the freakout. And 
speaking of. He made a circle with a finger. Turn around, and take 
the first left you see. That’ll get us on track. 

Thom three-pointed around and drove the way they came. 
After a few minutes, they found the road and took it south, then 
another road. Before long, they were surrounded by woods. Every 
so often a long private lane, no house to be seen. 

Abbi leaned forward in her seat. Did they say anything about 
why people have been eating each other? 

They’re just being careful right now, he said. Nobody knows 
anything. 

They went on another few miles. There was a car off the 
shoulder of the road with its hood up. A white Caprice, two men 
standing by. Thom slowed, and Gibbs pushed at the air. 

Don’t stop. Keep goin’. 
Thom eased to the left, giving them room. One of the men 

threw a hand up, and his face was red. The woods tightened around 
them. There was little space between the road and the trees. It was a 
young wood. Passing through the trees was dizzying. Cabins stood 
back in clearings, all the leaves down and underbrush bare. 

Thom white-knuckled the wheel. Anybody else starting to freak 
out? 

Just you, buddy. 
Thom sighed. The road began to rise, and they entered hills. 

The trees got older and thicker. Gibbs directed them right at a road 
that cut sharply downward and curved until it paced a creek. They 
wound through hills, and eventually, the land broke open and the 
road was sided with sandstone ridges and cliffs. They descended 
into a gorge that broadened and pinched with a huge boulder 
resting on an edge, grass and trees growing atop it, the cliff above 
sheered. 

Gibbs pointed. This is it. He said there’d be this rock. It should 
be right up ahead. 

Rounding the boulder, the road curved softly and there was a 
gravel path mostly overgrown off to the left. Thom turned onto it, 
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and the car shook and climbed out of the gorge, ascending into the 
bare trees and rocks. Further on and up, there was a clearing where 
the trees had been cut down and new ones planted. Set back near 
the top of the ridge and overlooking it all, was a sizable cabin, 
partly wood and stone. The driveway ended, but Gibbs pressed 
Thom on and they pulled around to the back. A car and a truck 
were already parked, and Thom stopped beside them. As they 
looked up, the board popped out from a battened window above 
them, and a man with a shaved head slid open the glass and pointed 
a long rifle out at them. 

Just put your hands up slow, Gibbs said. I’m gonna stick my 
head out. 

They raised their hands, forward so the man could see them. 
Gibbs had one hand up and the other opening the door. He stood, 
and the man narrowed his eyes, the barrel trained toward the 
passenger side, then it dropped. 

Gibby! Where’s your truck? 
Outta gas. Had to have my buddy gimme a lift. Gibbs put his 

hands down. I know, I know. 
You shoulda known better. Who all you got with you? 
Abbi, and Thom, behind the wheel, there. He leaned down to 

the car. Guys, this is Ben. 
Ben was frowning. They can come on out. 
Gibbs opened Abbi’s door, and Thom climbed out his side and 

looked around. The ridge peaked a dozen yards behind them, and 
on either side, the sandstone dropped off after about thirty yards. 
He could smell something in the air, on the breeze. It was warmer 
here than in the city. Ben was gone from the window, and there was 
a shunting sound of locks being pulled. He came out a side door 
with the rifle slung across his chest. 

Smart thinking, getting here. Couple more days, who knows 
what’s gonna be going on outside. 

Gibbs came around the Civic, and they clapped hands and 
punched their shoulders together. We saw some shit, lemme tell 
you. 

You wanna talk shit, man? Ben leaned to glance at Abbi. I got 
Joel in there with me. We got a hell of a tale. 

Gibbs thumbed to the car. Should we bring in our things? 
I better just get this out now: I can take on you and Abbi. He 

looked at Thom. I ain’t got room for you. 
Thom jerked, turning to Gibbs. 
Hey now, he’s my best friend. He’s a good guy. 
Ben shook his head. He could be Chuck Norris for all I care. I 

don’t have the room or the resources. 
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Come on, Abbi said. He drove us all the way here. 
He stared at Abbi, finally seeming to see her. You came ’cause 

you knew you’d be safe. You’ll be safe because I keep shit together. 
I’m telling you I can’t take him on. 

Gibbs exhaled hard. He started to speak. 
Thom stepped in. You know what? Don’t worry about it. I get 

it. 
No. Gibbs wiped at his nose. At least let him stay the night. I 

was the one told him to come to me. He helped us out, and now 
he’s low on gas. 

Ben looked off. That I can do. Come inside. He went to stand 
by the door. 

Thom popped the trunk and helped Gibbs and Abbi with their 
things, and they hauled them into the cabin. There was one main 
room, which they entered, and at the back, a bedroom on one side 
and kitchen in the other. The kitchen was open to the main room 
except for a countertop partition. On it were loose bullets, a bottle 
of oil, and a rod for cleaning gun barrels. Toward the front of the 
cabin were two couches, facing each other. Closed boxes of MREs 
lined the wall. A young man came out of the bedroom with the 
same kind of rifle Ben had on his chest. Ben gestured toward him. 

This is Joel. Joel, you know Gibbs. That’s Abbi, and Thom. He 
pointed at Thom. He’s just staying the night. 

Joel nodded to them, and they all said hey. 
You can have the bedroom. Joel, keep an eye on the front in 

case they led anyone up. 
Sure. 
Thom watched his friends go on to the back, and Ben opened 

the bedroom door. A little light showed through from it. 
Joel had posted up at the front window, looking out. He leaned 

against the side of the table. Where’d you guys come from? 
Couple hours west, Thom said. 
Joel nodded. A transistor radio sitting up against the wall 

chirped. Ben and the others came out of the room, and Thom stood 
aside while Ben went to the back window. 

Can you believe this cannibal talk? The guys in Cincinnati? 
Thom said. 

Ben slid the window closed and raised the plywood cover. 
Believe it? 

Joel scoffed, smiled. 
I shot one yesterday. 

 
 
 



 

 

PART TWO 
 

EN WAS STANDING by the boarded window. Behind 
him was the kitchen counter covered in ammo. His arm 

rested over the rifle on his chest. 
I had been scouting. Our perimeter is most of the ridge. Got 

tripline strung through the trees except for the driveway. I’d gone 
over the wire yesterday morning. Was partway down the slope—I 
dunno—could just about see the road. Couple hundred yards from 
level ground, I guess. I hear this shuffling, and I’m about to get 
excited, think we’re gonna be eatin’ deer. Up out of the brush 
comes this guy. He’d come around a tree, and he was locked dead 
on me. Red eyes like the hangover from hell. Ben shuddered 
dramatically. I point at him with the boomstick, and he doesn’t 
even acknowledge it. Keeps coming. Pop one over his shoulder, and 
he sorta turned like he heard the bullet go by, then he sorta snarls or 
growls. Keeps coming. I let him close to about fifteen feet, and I 
shot him. Two in the chest. 

Did it kill him? Thom asked. 
Yeah, it killed him. I popped him in the head for good measure, 

but he dropped like a sack of shit from the SCW. 
Abbi turned to Gibbs. The what? 
Sucking chest wound, said Gibbs. 
There wasn’t anything special to him. I mean, I’ll say it. We 

might as well say it. These are zombies, right? For all intents and 
purposes. We’re not in some dumbass show where we call ’em 
lurkers or something. They’re zombies. We all know what zombies 
are. I don’t know if you have to shoot ’em in the head or not, but it 
never hurts. 

Thom looked from Gibbs to Joel, and Joel was smiling. Was he 
rotting or anything? 

No. And he wouldn’t be, anyway. No zombie can dig its way 
out of its coffin and six feet of dirt. If GO ain’t raising the dead, it’s 
just making people this way. So even if they are ‘dead,’ they won’t 
look it. It’s only been a few days. Joel’ll tell you. 

Joel shrugged and turned from his post at the front window. 
Long beard, going bald. Eyes, like he said, real red. If there’s any 
sign that tells you anything, that’s probably it. 

Gibbs turned back to Ben. And you’re sure he wasn’t just a 
loon? A hermit or something? 

He never said a word to me. You shoot near someone, they 
generally speak. Even if it’s Arabic. They say something. He wasn’t 
there. Ben waved a hand in front of his eyes. Hell, even if he was 

B 
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just a high dude, I wasn’t gonna take a chance. Not the way things 
are. 

Guess I don’t blame you, Gibbs said. I nearly shot three people 
on the way here. 

Roadtrip was that bad, huh? Ben grinned. 
They sang ‘99 Bottles of Beer’ all the way. 
Well. Ben raised his arms and dropped them. Settle in. Things 

are quiet, but I don’t fuck around. We keep watch at all times. 
We’ve got a good bit of food, and we’ve got some water. Finite 
amount of electricity from propane generators that’ll kick the 
plumbing on. We haven’t used them yet, though, and I don’t plan 
to any time soon. They’re loud. Eventually, we’ll have to start hunt-
ing, depending on how long we have to stay here. It’ll be easier now 
that we’ve got more hands. 

Thom looked away. Out the boarded window was his car. 
Enough gas to get out of the woods, maybe. Enough to get back 
onto the side of the road next to the people they’d passed. The two 
cans of beans he’d packed and the kitchen knife. He’d forgotten to 
pack a can opener. 

Thom. Ben was pointing at him. You can have dinner with us. 
I’m not that much of a hardass. 

Oh, no? He lifted his eyebrows. Thanks. 
You guys want to unpack, go for it. Ben looked at Gibbs and 

Abbi. Keep an eye out the window for me while you’re back there. 
I’m serious about keeping watch. 

Gibbs tilted his head up in acknowledgment, and Abbi and he 
went to the room. 

Thom breathed in and glanced around. What did you guys do 
with the body? Did you leave it? 

No. Joel came running at the shots. We dragged him over to 
the nearest ravine and gave him a heave. 

He probably popped open like a watermelon once he hit, Joel 
said. His back was to the wall beside the window, looking over his 
shoulder at the outside. We got about an hour and a half before 
sundown. Want to run the perimeter, or should I? 

Nah. I’ll take Gibby along, let him get familiar with the area. 
You know if he brought any other pieces besides that popgun in his 
jacket, Thom? 

He shook his head. No, but he might’ve. I don’t know what 
all’s in the bags. 

Guess we’ll find out. Ben sauntered down the short hallway 
and stood outside the room. Hey, Gibbs. Wanna walk the wire with 
me? 

Thom heard him say, Sure, and Ben rounded the doorway into 
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the bedroom. When he came back out, Gibbs was following him 
empty-handed. 

Looks like it’s just the popgun. Ben smiled at Thom and leaned 
up against the kitchen counter, ejecting his rifle’s magazine and 
snapping it back. 

Sorry to disappoint you. Gibbs took the pistol from his shoulder 
holster and checked the safety. If I knew we were gonna have a 
dick-waving contest, I woulda brought some artillery. 

Ben went for the door beside Thom and unlocked it. Stepping 
out, he gripped the doorframe and pointed at Joel. Lock everything. 
Eyes on the windows. 

I know. 
Gibbs followed Ben out, and Joel shut and locked the door 

behind them. He met eyes with Thom and went back to the 
window. After a moment, Thom walked down the hall and looked 
in on Abbi. She was on the floor, looking through the bags, 
organizing cans of food and other things. There was a small dresser 
and a twin bed, more boxes. 

So, this seems terrible. 
She turned to him, grimacing. I know. I’m sorry. 
Thom tried smiling. It’s all right. If I stayed, Ben’d probably 

make me his bitch. 
What’re you gonna do? 
Find some gas, get to my folks somehow. 
I’ll pack you some things. We can spare a little food. They may 

even have gas. 
Thom closed his eyes and leaned his head back. I’m sure they’ll 

be real inclined to give me more charity. I’ll probably be washing 
the dishes and scrubbing the floor for whatever dinner is. 

Maybe we can convince them. Mike’s gonna try. 
I won’t be holding my breath. He gestured toward the bed. Can 

I sit? 
She made a face at him. I’m not the hardass. Do what you 

want. 
He sat down on the bed, and she looked at the supplies. The 

two were quiet, and he twisted to peer out the window, fingers 
through the blinds. Woods, leaves, fallen branches. Through the 
trunks, he could make out the far side of the gorge. 

Is this … she trailed off. I don’t even know what I want to say. 
Is this really happening? Are we really here? 

We’re really here. I couldn’t say it’s really happening. I don’t 
know what’s happening. He lifted his hands from the bedside, palm 
up. Zombies. Really? 

Now, see, I know why they never say it. Abbi smiled, briefly. It 
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sounds ridiculous. Calling them something else makes it a little 
more believable. They’re not the things you’ve seen in movies and 
TV shows. They’re just something a lot like zombies, but real. 

Thom cocked his head slightly and laughed. That makes a lot 
of sense. 

She put her hands on the floor and pivoted to face him better. 
So, what’s your special skill, Thom? What makes you a survivor in 
this wasteland? 

He covered his face, grinning. Knowing Gibbs, probably. 
I guess we have that in common. 
It’s a good skill to have. He looked through the window again. 
Mike made me take a self-defense course. I’ve been to the 

shooting range with him. I’m pretty good. Probably not good 
enough for head shots, but. She shrugged. 

You’re a leg up on me, then. I fenced for a semester, got my PE 
credit done. I can recite some poetry. Neither are particularly useful 
here, I don’t think. 

Who knows. If we get overrun, throw some Shakespeare at 
’em. Maybe all they’re looking for is a little culture. 

Brains. He smiled. 
Gibbs and Ben were gone nearly an hour, and with Joel’s 

permission, Abbi and Thom began to cook dinner by candlelight. 
Small burners, small pots. Cheap green beans salted down, baked 
beans, Spam. Thom wanted to do more, but Abbi warned him off it 
until Ben got back. The daylight was fading fast, and with the back 
window boarded, the kitchen was dark. Candlelight gleamed off the 
brass jackets on the counter. Joel clambered down from his perch 
on the windowsill and unlocked the doors ahead of Gibbs and Ben, 
and they came inside, Ben swinging his rifle onto his shoulder and 
Gibbs clicking the safety on the gun and holstering it. 

All clear? Joel asked. 
Crystal. Gibbs shut the door behind them and locked it. We 

posted up by the road a while, just to watch traffic. Those two old 
boys with the broke-down car walked by, we think. Kept on. 

We’re just one more road, Ben said. You can’t see the cabin 
from below. You got to get up a ways before you see it. 

Abbi nudged Thom with an elbow and nodded toward the 
guys. 

We got dinner going, Thom said. 
Oh, yeah? What’d you make me, Sally? Ben slung his rifle 

down, setting it against the back of the couch. 
Well, since your face was as puckered as an asshole, I figured 

you were irregular, so it’s all high-fiber. And some cranberry juice. 
Joel said you’re on the rag. 
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Ben grinned and pointed at Thom, looking back at Gibbs. This 
guy’s all right. 

I told you, Gibbs said. 
Okay, dish it up. 
Thom and Abbi gathered the few plates in the cabin and filled 

them, passing them along. There were only four. Thom waited, 
picking out of the pots and watching everyone stand around, look-
ing out the windows on occasion, quiet. Gibbs handed him his 
plate, and he washed it and filled it with the last of the food. When 
everyone finished, Thom took their dishes and washed them. 

Anything good on TV tonight? Ben asked. 
Joel chuckled. 
Ben opened his hand to the rest of them. Honestly, once the sun 

sets, there’s no reason to be up. It’s cloudy, so there’s no hope of 
seeing anything. He pointed to the windows. Otherwise, we’d keep 
everything open. I would like two on first watch tonight, though. 
Just to stay up and keep alert. 

I’ll do it. Thom raised his hand. 
You don’t need to suck up. It’s not gonna get you anywhere. 
Thom looked at Ben and bunched his lips. I’m not sleeping any 

time soon, anyway. 
Okay. That’s one. 
Gibbs lifted his chin. Me. 
All right. Wake me after four hours, Ben said, if I’m not up 

before then. He pointed toward the kitchen. There’s flashlights in 
the drawer. Blow out the candles once we’re settled. I’ll take a 
corner in the hallway. Joel takes couch. 

They all started for their things, Abbi kissing Gibbs and retreat-
ing to the bedroom. Ben got a sleeping bag and went into the hall, 
Joel to the couch where he pushed himself facefirst into the 
cushions. Thom went around blowing out the candles, and Gibbs 
found the flashlights. They sat together near the back window, 
silent for a while. There were little sounds from outside, branches 
rustling, wind. 

I about got him convinced, Gibbs said. 
To keep me? 
Yeah. Just tell him you know how to shoot. He wants to start 

hunting and to expand the perimeter. He’s gonna want people back 
here to make sure we keep the cabin safe, and if two or three people 
are out lookin’ around, that leaves us ill-defended. Unless we keep 
you. 

The last time I fired a gun was when I went hunting as a kid. 
Rabbits. 

At least you’ve shot one. 
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I didn’t hit a damn thing. 
They were silent again, until Gibbs stood and clicked on his 

flashlight, sweeping it toward the front of the cabin. Thom saw his 
shadow move to the door. The light went dim and yellow from 
Gibbs’ hand over it, and he returned to the floor across from Thom 
and the light went out. 

Ten bucks he’s awake, wondering if we’re gonna fall asleep on 
him. 

Ben? 
Yeah. 
I’m not taking that bet. Thom hushed a yawn. How’s the 

perimeter? 
You sound like a dipshit when you say that. 
Sorry, it’s the first perimeter I ever had. 
It’s fine. Tripwire’s not gonna do anything in the night, but it’ll 

buy us a second to take good aim during the day. 
You remember our old plan? 
Our old plan would have gotten us killed. 
How do you figure? Thom asked. 
Any time you see people is a chance to catch a bullet. He’s right 

about that. Staying in a city, even if we managed to raid Kroger and 
the gun store, it’d just be a matter of time before someone with 
more ammo found us. 

That’s pretty dark. 
That’s the thing, Gibbs said. It’s never surviving the apocalypse 

you have to worry about. It’s the survivors. 
Whenever Thom felt himself fall toward sleep, he thought of 

leaving, and the muscles in his sides would clench, and adrenaline 
would dope him, give him that tickle of numbness in his tongue and 
fingers, and then it would kick him awake. When four hours were 
up, Gibbs lit his watch, and he nudged Thom’s foot with his boot, 
stood, and went to get Ben. He was already rustling out of his 
sleeping bag, and Gibbs passed him the flashlight. Ben lit Thom’s 
chest, covered the beam, and nodded toward the hall for him to 
sleep where he had and passed on by. Thom climbed into the bag 
and wadded his shirt for a pillow. Gibbs and Abbi were whispering 
in the bedroom beside him. He managed to sleep. 

In the morning, he was up with the rest of them but stayed in 
the sleeping bag a little while, readying himself to go. Gibbs and 
Abbi were already in the kitchen, talking quietly with Ben. He 
decided it best to be up before Joel, so he slipped out of the bag and 
stretched, rolled it up, and carried it into the main room. He set it 
behind the couch and stood at the counter. Gibbs gave him a quick 
smile, and Ben turned to him. 
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You don’t fuck up a walkaround, you can stay. He pointed 
behind him. Wake up Sleeping Beauty, and he’ll take you. 

Thom let it sink in. Thanks. He went over and grabbed the edge 
of the couch and rocked it. Hey, wake up. 

Joel rolled from out of the pocket he’d made. Gimme a sec. I’m 
awake. 

Polishing something over there, Joel? Ben grinned. 
Fuck you. He swung his feet onto the ground and stood. His 

rifle was at hand, and he slipped it up onto his shoulder. Okay. 
Let’s rock. 

They went over to the door, and Gibbs called Thom back. Hey. 
Here. He set the holster and pistol on the kitchen counter. 

You sure? 
Course. Gibbs nodded. 
Thom tilted his head and took the gun. He slipped the holster 

onto his shoulder and fidgeted with it until it was snug, and Joel 
opened the door, pointing. 

Hey, one second. Thom unlocked his car and got out his bag, 
throwing it just inside the door and taking out the beans. He turned 
back, Joel waiting a few feet off. I was liable to forget I had that. 

If there aren’t any more delays. Joel started leading Thom 
straight away from the cabin. They weaved in and out of the young 
trees, and at the edge of them, he stepped over the tripwire, and 
Thom did likewise. They were making what Thom thought was a 
lot of noise, tramping through the leaves. 

Joel turned them toward the gorge, and their path curved as it 
neared the edge of their ridge. This is the northeast edge of the 
property. There was a steep drop into a ravine, jagged if the rocks 
weren’t all rounded with age, but everything stone and sticking out. 
Joel tossed his head toward it. A person could climb up along this if 
they wanted to. They’d have to take it all the way back to the top 
before they could get over the side, but they could do it. 

So, they’d come in from the back? Why’s the window boarded 
up, then? 

It doesn’t lock. 
Thom squinted, puzzled. Just shove a piece of wood in the 

frame. He held up an imaginary block. 
Joel stopped and looked back at him. That’d work, wouldn’t it? 
Yeah. 
Heh. Guess we’ll do that. 
He led Thom on. The ridge broke off ahead of them, and they 

rounded the break and kept toward the road, east. After a few 
hundred yards, Joel stopped them, and they squatted near the trunk 
of an old tree and watched the small angle of pavement visible 
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below them. When all seemed well, Joel rose, and they moved on, 
south, behind the wire. They were halfway toward the other side 
when he stopped and turned to Thom. 

You wanna see the body? 
He was slow to answer, thinking it over. Yeah. Sure. 
We gotta be quick, and quiet. 
Okay. 
Joel flicked a finger to the east, and they started trotting down-

hill. Joel was surprisingly fast and surefooted, and their feet pushing 
down into the leaves instead of through them was quieter. When 
they were close to the road, Joel led them straight downward and 
onto level ground, tree to tree, and they ducked into the southern 
ravine. 

He’ll be about halfway up. You need a rest? 
Nah, let’s go. 
They climbed over small boulders, larger ones, twisted side-

ways through cracks and, at one point, crawled vertically and 
chimneyed along until the gap widened and they could walk it 
again. A breeze blew through the ravine, and Joel clamped a hand 
over his face. 

Whew, smell that? 
Thom nodded. 
Should be right up ahead. 
They found it beyond the next two outcroppings of rock, a stain 

of blood where it had been draped over a small boulder. Something 
had dragged it to the ground. It was half-eaten. 

Shit, Joel said. 
Thom stood beside him, staring at the body. The stomach was 

dug out, the face chewed on, lips torn to reveal a sneer of a mouth, 
most of the teeth gone. Thom thought he could see its spine. He 
turned away, took a breath, and turned back and knelt beside it. 
The halfmoon of a bite at its mouth. He almost touched it. 

That’s … that’s the right size, isn’t it? Could that be from a 
person? 

Joel shook his head. Not a person, no. 
Thom was silent. He stood up. From above them in the ravine, 

a rock broke free and fell clattering and rolling to a stop. Joel 
whipped his rifle up. 

Thom put his hand on the pistol. Did you see anything? 
No. Come on. Forward. Keep your gun out. I can’t climb 

holding mine. 
Thom took the pistol out. They stepped over the body and 

started deeper into the ravine. The top of the ridge was twenty or 
thirty feet up, another hundred yards ahead. They kept looking 
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above themselves. They could see nothing, but Thom’s neck was 
crawling, his sides pinched with fear. He turned back several times, 
nothing behind them. When they reached the top of the ravine and 
climbed onto the grass, Joel led him on the wire, and they circuited 
it to the top and ran along it. The top of the ridge rolled away below 
them in softer hills for a time, dotted with croppings of sandstone, 
and to the northwest, the land dropped down and the trees opened 
into another ravine. When they were back where they’d started, 
Joel kicked out the bullet chambered in the rifle and picked it up 
from the gravel. The cabin was in sight. Thom checked the safety 
on the pistol and put it back in the holster. Joel knocked on the 
door, and Ben opened it. 

Boys. You look winded. 
I took him down to see the body. Joel stepped inside, Thom 

behind him. 
Abbi and Gibbs were sitting on the couch, and they both turned 

to see them come in. 
Ben shut the door. And? 
It was eaten. Guts, face. 
I could swear there’s a bite on it, Thom said. I mean, you’d 

think it was coyotes or something, but the bite on its face was 
clear—one bite. It looked human. 

That’s what spooked you? 
No, Joel said. A rock got knocked over while we were in the 

ravine. We thought it might’ve been someone. 
You didn’t see anything? Ben put his arm on the counter. 
Nothing. I thought we should get back here and tell you. 
He inclined his head, nodding. Let’s take a look. 
He picked up his rifle, set along the wall, and swept a hand out 

for Joel and Thom to go back outside. Thom looked at Gibbs, lifted 
a shoulder, and went out. 

It was probably nothing, Joel said. 
Well, we’re not gonna make stupid mistakes. 
Joel led him around to the southern ridge. They made no 

attempt at stealth, starting at a walk and speeding up, trotting 
through the leaves until they reached the edge. 

The rock fell closer to the body. Thom pointed to the east, 
down along the ravine. 

Ben was scanning the area, stepping this way and that, looking 
at the leaves on the ground. Which side did it fall from? 

This side. Ours, Joel said. 
I don’t see anything, but the three of us are out here. Let’s do a 

little recon. 
Wouldn’t mind some breakfast first. 
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You can wait. Ben lifted his hand and pointed two fingers 
forward, west, up the ridge. 

They followed along with him, single-file, Ben and Joel with 
their rifles in hand. They stuck to the edge of the ravine until the 
land fused together just before the ridge peaked, and they veered 
south, stopping at the top. They stood, crouched as though they 
might break into a run. The ground dropped steeply, and a few 
hundred yards below them, it swerved out to the north and flat-
tened, but dead ahead of them, it broke away, forming a hollow like 
a crater. Water pooled there and ran off out of sight, and the land 
continued to drop. Further on, the hills formed another valley, and 
beyond, they rose higher than their ridge, furred by bare trees. 

Well, let’s go on. Ben started down the slope, walking at an 
angle. 

They followed after him. Two squirrels leaped from a nearby 
tree and landed in another, spiraling to the ground and running off. 
Joel had flinched at the sound, but no one else reacted. At the edge 
of the hollow, Ben stopped them. A thin stream of water fell out of 
a hole in the hillside, pattering on the stone some fifteen feet below 
it and rippling across the pool. 

Looks like we got a fresh water source, said Ben. 
They nodded. Ben was staring along the edge of the hollow, 

and he stopped at an outcropping of rock and jumped down, then to 
the rim of the pool below. His impact echoed. They watched him 
walk toward the open end of the hollow, and he stood there for a 
moment, then motioned them forward. He pointed to the south-
west, where below them, the ridge leveled out. There was a barely 
worn dirt path leading up from the valley, and parked at the end of 
it was an old rusted bus. Clotheslines hung from trees, and small 
piles of refuse lay here and there. Ben climbed down out of the 
hollow, and Joel and Thom found their way down and met him just 
above the road. 

Guns up. 
Joel’s already was. Thom took the pistol from the holster. Ben 

led them to the dirt road, and they took it the rest of the way to the 
bus. There was no movement. Most of the windows were covered 
in drapes or sheets, pieces of cardboard. A pipe ran out of the side 
of the bus like an exhaust. They swept around the left side, rounded 
the front, and stopped at the door. It was shut. Through the thin 
panes, they saw the driver’s seat and wheel were boxed off. 

Are we goin’ in? Joel asked. 
Yeah. I’m not leaving something like this to sit in my backyard 

without knowing who’s in it. 
Should we knock first? 
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Ben turned back and smiled. Be my guest. He stepped aside, 
sweeping a hand to the door. 

Joel looked at Thom, and Thom shrugged and stepped forward. 
He knocked on the glass and the door shuddered, opening a crack. 

Is anyone there? He waited. Rifles pointed beside him at the 
door. There was no answer, so he pushed the door open and backed 
a step, the pistol up near his face. 

You’re doin’ great. Now, go inside. Ben was almost grinning. 
Thom glanced at the bus windows above them before taking the 

first step in, crouched below the partition. He stayed low enough 
that he put a hand out to the floor at the last step and ducked to see 
down the aisle. The seats were all removed, two couches and a pile 
of clothes or sheets on one side, a sink and stove on the other. It 
was empty. 

All clear, he called back over his shoulder and stood up. 
The bus was several degrees warmer than the outside, and it 

smelled of stale air, dirty water, and smoke. He went forward, 
lifting sheets off the couches aimlessly. Below the sink was a small 
set of cupboards. Ben and Joel were coming down the aisle, and he 
moved toward the back. He opened the door on the oven and shut 
it. There were canned goods stacked on either side, a sack of flour, a 
coffee tin. Ben was stooped, opening the cabinets. 

Joel traced a finger over the countertop around the sink. Not a 
lot of dust. 

Ben hauled out a small fuel jug, toilet paper, and soap. Think 
someone’s living here? 

I dunno. 
Thom opened the stove again and stuck his hand inside. No-

body’s cooked recently. 
I’m just saying, Joel shrugged. This is someone’s place. 

Whether they live here or not. 
Could have been the old man’s. Ben straightened up. Guy gets 

exposed, comes home, starts wandering. 
There isn’t any blood, Joel said, gesturing to the couches. 
It might not be like that. You might not have to get bit, Thom 

said. 
Joel stood still in the aisle. Should we be in here, then? 
Hell if I know. Maybe we shouldn’t be going outside. 
Ben turned and looked at him. We’re gonna have to take 

certain risks. We’d go crazy if we just stayed inside, starin’ at each 
other all day. Just because we don’t know everything that’s gone 
wrong doesn’t mean everything did. I doubt a volcano’s gonna blow 
under our feet. 

He shrugged again. I was just sayin’. 
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Ben sighed. It’s here; we’re taking it. That’s how it’s gonna be. 
If someone comes knocking and asks if we found food in a bus, 
we’ll give it back. 

If we don’t blow their brains out, Joel said. 
What got up your ass all of a sudden? 
Look, he said, I’m all for survival. But there’s a line between 

that and being dicks. It’s not like this bus is on your property or 
somethin’. What if this guy’s just out for a walk? He comes back, 
and we took all his food? 

We’ll leave some. Ben turned around, pointing to a sheet on the 
couch. Wrap up some of this stuff. Leave a few cans. He hoisted up 
the fuel jug and threw the toilet paper on the couch, then shoul-
dered past Joel and out of the bus. 

Joel grimaced and tapped his fingers on the counter. I dunno. 
Whatever. 

Hey, I’m just trying to keep from getting kicked out, Thom 
said, moving toward the couch. 

Yeah. Joel turned and went down the steps, stopping at the last. 
Thom packed most of the canned goods, pears and green beans 

and peas, on the sheet and hefted it up over his shoulder. He 
tottered to the steps, and Joel went out, hand on the door, until 
Thom passed and he shut it. Ben was already a quarter of the way 
up the ridge, watching them. 

Gibbs met them at the door. Found some loot, huh? 
Ben went in, followed by Thom and Joel. 
Depends on what you mean by ‘found,’ Joel said. We found a 

bus someone was livin’ out of. Walked right up and looted it. 
Like I said before, Ben was shaking his head, I’m not gonna 

screw around. We find supplies, we’re gonna take ’em. We need to 
eat. I’m not taking any chances. 

Gibbs held up a hand, almost pushing Ben back. Hold up. You 
walked up to a camp, guns out, just waltzed up to it? 

It was empty. 
He nodded. Oh, yeah, you’re not taking any chances. He 

dropped his hand. We’re nearly out of water. You need to turn the 
generators on. 

We found a little waterfall. We can use it, fill up some tanks, 
and haul ’em in. Ben set the jug down. Thom was still holding the 
sheet full of goods, and Ben pointed at him, reclining against the 
back of the couch. Go on and eat something. 

Thom dropped the sack by the counter and went into the 
kitchen. There were powdered eggs beaten into a yellow fluff and 
slices of Spam already plated. He began to eat over the counter, and 
Joel joined him shortly. They exchanged glances. 
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It turned chilly by early afternoon. Ben and Gibbs brought in 
water for the kitchen and bathroom, and between their coming and 
going, the cabin went cold. They convinced Ben to build a small fire 
in the fireplace after the evening patrol. Before the last light was out 
of the woods, they saw snow falling, straight down, the air still. 
Gibbs cooked dinner while the rest sat around the fire, Thom on the 
couch at the window, looking out at the black. He got up, remem-
bering, and picked a scrap piece of wood from the pile beside the 
fireplace. Ben and Gibbs were talking about their tours, knocking 
down doors in Afghanistan and Iraq, and they stopped to watch 
him jam the wood into the window frame. 

And now it’s locked. 
Ben mugged. 
Thom returned to his seat. Why aren’t you chiming in, Joel? 

Quiet about the action? 
I never fought, Joel said. 
How’d you know Ben, then? I figured you were war buddies. 
Shooting range. 
They ate around the fire, Ben standing, moving to the back 

room every so often. When they were finished, he did the dishes. 
He pointed a fork at Thom from over the counter. You take last 
watch. I’m taking first. As everyone shuffled off for bed, he added, 
Someone put out that fire. No reason to waste the wood when 
we’re sleeping. 

Gibbs stopped by the counter. We’re in the damn forest, Ben. 
One thing we aren’t gonna run out of is wood. 

Thom and Abbi smiled at this. 
Ben pulled the drain on the sink. Fine. 

 
 

 
THOM WOKE just before Ben reached him. Your turn, Gracie. 

He could barely see in the dark. There were hot coals floating at 
the end of the cabin, Ben’s form partly blocking. Okay. 

The rifle was thrust at his chest. He took it and walked down 
the hall. After a time, he could see shapes and he fed a small log to 
the coals. It felt vaguely like Christmas, up in the middle of the 
night waiting for morning, a fireplace, snow outside. He wondered 
if it were snowing at his parents’ house. He imagined the Christmas 
lights up already, the house wide open and quiet in a way he knew 
from holidays, sneaking around at night. If the house weren’t 
actually wide open, if the door weren’t kicked down, if any lights 
were on at all. 

His eyes had been wide the whole time, but he only now 
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realized the log had caught and the main room was faintly lit, the 
shadows strobing across the walls. There was a crunch from out-
side. He thought it might have snowed harder than he realized—it 
had fallen from the eaves to the ground. Then another, steps, 
around the side of the cabin. His limbs weighted, thickened, pooled 
up with what must have been mercury, they were so heavy. The 
steps were at the corner of the cabin. He tried to point the rifle in 
that direction but could not. He was fixed to the wall. He could 
hear nothing now, and he knew the thing was by the window. A 
shoulder at first, just the edge, and then it swept back, and there 
were eyes. The gleam of the fireplace in them. A face from the 
bridge of the nose up, the eyes on fire, hair cut short. It was a man. 
It was looking right through the window at him, pinned there to the 
wall. Then, it was gone. The window was black. 
 
 
 
 

PART THREE 
 

AWN. The sky was clear and bright, and the snow outside 
was little more than a dusting. Joel woke first, and then 

Abbi came out of the room and went straight into the bathroom. 
Ben woke in the hall. Everyone stretched, rubbing sleep from his 
eyes, groaning. Thom was still against the wall. Ben took the rifle 
from him, eying him before opening the door, and Joel and he went 
through. At the window, Thom watched them trek along the near 
ridge, heading down the slope. He slumped to the couch and closed 
his eyes. Then it occurred to him there would be tracks. He’d have 
to pray the snow melted before they crossed whichever path the 
thing had taken. 

A few minutes later, Abbi walked through the room and into 
the kitchen. She came back out, rummaging through the boxes 
stacked along the walls. Thom cracked an eye, and she smiled 
thinly at him. 

Long night? 
Very. 
I can hold down the fort, if you want to head on back and get 

some sleep. 
He nodded, leaning forward to get on his feet. 
Abbi pulled out a few random cans and a small package and 

took them to the kitchen. What do you think are the odds of Ben 
letting me go out for a patrol? 

D 
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Thom smirked. I’m surprised he’s let you out of the kitchen at 
all. 

Can’t wait until he has me doing everyone’s laundry. 
Gibbs was up and dragging his feet through the main room. He 

flopped onto the other couch and stared at Thom. You look like 
hell. 

I bet. Thom yawned. 
Sack out. Gibbs thumbed down the hall. 
Don’t mind if I do. He struggled to his feet, patting Gibbs’ 

shoulder as he passed. Before he was halfway to the room, Gibbs 
called out. 

Put a sock on the door if you’re rubbin’ one. 
He laughed to himself, went into the room, and lay down. The 

room was cool and quiet. He thought fitfully about the thing in the 
window, began to dream of it, its eyes vacant, somehow as glaring 
and bright as the flames he’d seen in them. His heart was pounding 
and he was hot and he floated there between sleep and the day until 
the cabin door opened, and he heard Joel and Ben tromping 
around. He sat up. If no one was in the room in a few moments, the 
tracks were gone. Someone walked toward the room, and then 
Gibbs filled the doorway. 

Time to eat. He started away, then caught himself. You okay? 
Thom looked down, at his hands, away. I saw something last 

night. In the window. 
Gibbs glanced down the hall. What? 
I saw one. A zombie, whatever you want to call it. It looked at 

me through the window, and then it left. I couldn’t fucking move 
the whole night. 

You sure? Wouldn’t a zombie, you know, try to break in? 
He threw his hands in the air. I dunno. We don’t have any 

rules, do we? Just that they can die from chest wounds. They might 
have weird eyes. 

Gibbs said nothing, raised an eyebrow. 
The one in the window, I saw the fire in them really bright. It’s 

like his eyes were extra reflective. 
Coulda just been the angle. 
Could’ve been. 
Get up, Gibbs said. Come eat. 
He was off rotation two more days. The rotation decided by 

Ben, at least half-random. Nothing happened those two days. Thom 
stayed in, helped cook and clean. The cabin was beginning to smell 
the way a pillow smells, soiled and heavy. When Gibbs and he went 
out for night patrol the third day, the air was so sharp and cold he 
could hardly breathe it. 
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They began down the ridge, moving fast. They had started late, 
and the sun was nearly down. A car was driving somewhere in the 
twists of the valley below them, and it passed the bottom of the 
ridge and went on, the engine going low. 

That seems like a good sign, Thom said. 
Gibbs nodded, and they kept on. The corpse in the ravine 

smelled from far off, putrid air floating up in the hours after noon 
when the body heated. Passing by it, Thom looked down, but there 
was nothing to see from that viewpoint. The ridge was swallowed in 
shadow, and trekking up to the top, they saw the peaks behind them 
tinted violet, the whole sky flushed. At the top, they halted, and just 
before moving on, Thom put his hand out. 

Hear that? 
I’ve had too many cannons by my ears. 
Thom held his breath. He could hear the water falling into the 

hollow, but could swear he’d heard something else. The land 
dropped off below them, and the woods thickened several hundred 
yards to the north. Shapes, he thought. The light was so dim he 
could barely see. Far below, crossing for the water, two shapes 
moving through the trees. He pointed them out to Gibbs and raised 
his pistol. Gibbs pushed it back down. 

They’re about two hundred yards out. That’s a hundred and 
ninety-nine too far for you to hit. Just siddown. We’ll watch ’em. 

They squatted there, and when they’d tired, Gibbs lowered to 
his elbows, and Thom followed suit. It was too dark to see any 
particulars. People or zombies. Moving quick enough but not too 
quick. The shapes hiked on, then were cut from view by the ledge 
that surrounded the hollow. 

What do you think? Thom asked. 
I do not know. 
Should we go down there? 
And do what? Shoot at them, and let everyone for miles know 

we’re here? It’s gonna be dark as hell soon. May as well keep it 
parked until we see ’em move on. 

They waited. It was nearing true night, the sky above them 
close to black, Orion rising. Gibbs motioned Thom forward with his 
finger and they crawled down the slope, then rose to walk in a 
crouch. It was steep going, but the leaves were damp and muffled. 
Gibbs stopped them near the entrance of the hollow, and they 
watched the two forms walk toward the bus. It was far enough and 
dark enough that all they saw were black shapes on the lighter 
background, the hulk of the bus, the shapes merge. 

That’s good enough for me, Gibbs said. Whatever they are, 
that’s the opposite direction of us. 
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What if that’s their camp, and they’re human? 
We’re not walking up on strangers in the dark. Let’s go back. 

Gibbs gripped a tree and turned. 
Thom was a moment longer watching them before he started 

back up the slope. Upon their return, Ben opened the door for them 
but stood in the way. 

The hell took you two so long? 
We thought we saw something, Gibbs said. 
Well, did you? 
Too far to tell. We kept watch on the ridge for a bit just to be on 

the safe side. Nothing ever came closer, so. 
Ben frowned. He stepped out of the way, and they entered. 

Abbi wrapped her arms around Gibbs and muttered something into 
his shoulder. 

Joel was at his post by the window. We were about to look for 
you, he said, looking at Thom and pointing to Ben. 

My ass. We were about to go to bed. 
 
 

 
NOTHING HAPPENED on watch that night. Thom and Joel 
stayed up the first shift, and Gibbs took the last. Two more days 
passed. Abbi convinced Ben to let her have a few watches during 
the day, and Ben had Joel and Thom dig a pit for trash. Supplies 
weren’t low, but they were lower. Later in the day, Thom and 
Gibbs were filling buckets at the hollow, and a young man appeared 
at the entrance carrying a milk jug. They only had the pistol 
between them, and Gibbs squared with him, hand tucked into his 
jacket. 

The young man raised his hands. Hey, I’m unarmed. I was just 
getting a drink. 

Gibbs didn’t move. You live in that bus, don’t you? 
Yeah. 
You live alone? 
Now, yeah. I mean, my girlfriend stays with me sometimes. 

You’re from the cabin? I’ve seen your smoke. 
Gibbs said nothing. 
I’m Sun. My parents are hippies. 
Couldn’t have figured that out. 
He gave a tight grin. Did you all come out here after GO? 
Yeah. 
Smart. Things are rough out in the real world. 
Gibbs glanced at Thom. We wouldn’t know. Radio’s been quiet 

for some time. He eased the rifle down. I’m Gibbs. This’s Thom 
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behind me. I’d tell you who the rest of us are, but I think it’s best 
you just keep away from the cabin. And I don’t mean any offense 
by it. We got kind of a strict ‘this is the apocalypse and we shoot to 
kill’ policy. 

Sun smiled a little, but his eyes were dark. Understandable. He 
held up the jug. If you don’t mind. 

Go for it. Gibbs waved him on. He nodded to Thom, and they 
started for the exit with the buckets, passing Sun by. Take care of 
yourself. 

You, too. 
They went out of the hollow and started up the ridge. 
We gonna keep that quiet? Thom asked. 
Probably. I’ll think about it. 
They were who we saw, then, right? Coming out of the woods 

that night? 
Gibbs nodded. It was hard going up the ridge, and by the top, 

Thom’s legs were burning and rubbery. Gibbs stopped at the door 
and turned, buckets dribbling. 

We’ll tell him. If he knows the kid’s out there, he won’t be as 
likely to blow him down the first time he sees someone walking. 

Good call, Thom said. He knocked, and Joel let them in. 
Ben was showing Abbi how to sharpen a knife, both of them 

elbows up on the kitchen counter. 
Gibbs tilted his head up to address them all. There’s a kid living 

in the bus, down the ridge. 
A kid? Joel asked. 
Yeah. Name’s Sun. He’s probably about seventeen. 
And he just lives out here in the woods by himself? Ben said. 
Well, I didn’t ask for a family history. He’s got as much a right 

to be out here as we do. Probably more, considering. 
You didn’t tell him about the shit we took from the bus, did 

you? 
No. 
Ben shrugged. Okay, then. He went back to sharpening the 

knife, holding the blade out for Abbi to see. 
Gibbs walked to the bathroom with his buckets, and Thom set 

his down at the counter. He was looking at Ben. 
So, are we gonna give him his things back? 
Ben didn’t look up. That’s just inviting trouble, seems like. Tell 

him his neighbors broke in and stole his supplies? 
I think he’d understand. We’re all in the same boat. 
No. He’s in his boat. Ben pointed the knife at Thom. You’re in 

mine. We’re up the same creek, is all. He started sharpening again. 
Abbi gave Thom a soft look. 
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You and me on patrol tonight. 
Thom sighed. You’re volunteering me for everything today. 
It’s like being in school, Thom. Gotta make yourself inconspic-

uous. No eye contact. 
You went to school? 

 
 

 
THEY WERE OUT almost an hour before sunset. It was turning 
cold again. The leaves were brittle underfoot. They walked quickly, 
not quietly, and Ben seemed unconcerned. The road was still and 
there was a breeze dropping the ridge, hissing through the treetops. 
Ben stopped them at the southern corner of the perimeter, pointing 
a hundred yards down at a small buck shuffling its nose through the 
brush. Before he could aim the rifle, it spooked, went erect, and 
stared at them. It blew heavy snorts and spun around, springing 
down the ridgeside to level ground. 

Figured. We’re upwind. He let the rifle fall to his chest, and 
they walked along the southwest perimeter. Nearing the top, Ben 
turned to Thom and tilted his head over the ridge. We’re gonna go 
be neighborly. What was the kid’s name again? 

Thom eyed him. Sun. Like the hot thing that isn’t working so 
well right now. 

Got it. 
They took the slope down at an angle to ease the grade, round-

ing slowly toward Sun’s camp. Ben slung the rifle up onto his 
shoulder, and Thom holstered the pistol. There was woodsmoke 
blowing out the side of the bus, and through one of the uncovered 
windows, they could see movement. 

Hey, sunshine! He glanced back at Thom. Don’t wanna sur-
prise anybody. 

He seemed canny. I wouldn’t worry. 
He what? Ben looked at him again. 
The bus door creaked and folded open, and Sun stood at the 

top step, bending down to see them. Fellas. There something I can 
do for you? 

Ben put his hand up. Just wanted to introduce myself. Seems 
pertinent to know who your neighbors are when the world’s gone 
nuts. 

Sun nodded. Makes sense. He stepped to the ground, and they 
shook hands and exchanged names. One of your guys—I can’t 
remember his name. He said you’ve been trying to listen to the 
radio? 

Sure. 
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I would’a told him at the time, but there’s no catching a signal 
where we are. You gotta be higher up. It’s not that everyone’s dead 
or anything. 

Good to know. Ben swung back, glanced at Thom, and faced 
front. 

There’s a camp, some people I know. Sun pointed to the hill on 
the other side of the valley. They get a station or two. I haven’t been 
there in a couple days, so I don’t know the latest, but the last time I 
was there, they hadn’t heard more than a peep or two. 

A camp, huh? 
Yeah. Sovereign citizen types, kinda like yourselves. 
Did they just get out here, too, or have they been around? 
They’ve been out here at least as long as I have, Sun said, then 

thumbed behind himself. I was born in this bus. 
Ben raised his eyebrows. No kiddin’. Where’re your folks, 

then? 
Sun’s lips thinned. My dad went missing a few days after the 

asteroid. Ma and my sister left after that, said it was too dangerous 
to be out here. He shrugged. I stayed. 

Kinda young to stay by yourself. 
I suppose. Someone’s gotta look after the place, though. He 

waved back to the bus, then past it. And I got a girlfriend at the 
camp. So. 

Ah. Ben grinned. That’s the real reason. 
Probably. 
He looked back at Thom. I’d kinda like to see these sovereign 

guys. Get some news of the world. 
Sun nodded. Sure. They, uh, they’d probably appreciate it if 

you didn’t come armed. You look a little too Army for their liking. 
Ben straightened. I am Army. 
Sun laughed. Don’t tell them that. He cut the laughter, and his 

smile faded slowly. I’ll go see them tomorrow. Gotta pick up the 
girlfriend, anyway. I’ll let you know the day after tomorrow if 
they’re okay with visitors? 

How about we come to you. 
Sure. Sun nodded. That’s fine. Day after tomorrow. 
Ben agreed, and they backed a few steps before turning to climb 

up the slope. The sun was almost behind the hills, and it was getting 
colder. Ben had said nothing since leaving the bus, and Thom 
watched his face harden as they ascended. When they got inside, 
Ben threw a few logs into the fireplace and started a fire. Joel was 
making dinner, and Abbi and Gibbs were on the couch, looking out 
the window. No one said anything until dinner, when Ben told 
everyone about Sun and the camp. 
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I know we should keep clear of people as much as we can, but I 
honestly expected to run into fuckall no one out here. And since 
we’ve got neighbors, I’d sooner know them well than let them stay 
a big question mark. 

Gibbs shrugged. It doesn’t bother me any. I mean we’ve been 
here over a week with no news. World could be on fire, could be 
completely fine. He lifted up his hands. We don’t wanna end up like 
the Japanese soldiers, you know, squatting on an island for forty 
years thinking the war’s still on when we could be home watching 
football. 

But we do have to be careful, Ben said. 
Of course we do. But right now? The credible danger we’ve 

seen is outweighed. We’ve all got responsibilities, you know? If 
nothing else, Abbi’s got a grandma she helped take care of. We 
bolted on that to make sure we stayed alive. 

They nodded, Abbi looking down, then at Ben. I’d like to go, if 
you’ll let me. I haven’t been out of the cabin since we got here. 

No. I’m not bringing you along to some camp full of cannibals 
or something. No offense, but you kinda got a precious commodity 
between your legs. 

Gibbs turned away, looked at Abbi. She was grinning tightly. 
That’s so sweet, Ben. Thank you for making me a walking vagina. 

No, Thom’s the walking vagina, Ben said. 
It’s like you’re a caveman, she said. I swear. We should send 

your skull to a museum. Second biggest scientific breakthrough of 
the century. 

Sun said he doesn’t want us to go armed, Thom diverted. If 
there’s a bunch of them, whoever goes might all be fucked. 

Literally, Joel said. No one laughed. 
Ben’s lip curled. Oh, we’re gonna be armed. To hell with that. 
I can take care of myself, Abbi said. I’m gonna go insane if you 

don’t let me out of here at some point. 
We’ll take you on patrols. Will that work? 
For starters. 
There’s not much else to do, Abbi. I can’t exactly make a trip to 

the mall for you. It’s not like we’re having fun out there. 
She shook her head. You’re pushing it. 
No. You are. I don’t have anything at stake here. He put down 

his fork. I could kick you out and suddenly my odds of survival 
jump up. Kick you all out and then I’m sitting pretty. He stared at 
her. His mouth was still full, and then he swallowed. You’re the one 
pushing it. 

She looked at Gibbs, at Thom, and gritted her teeth. They all 
finished eating silently and got ready for bed. Ben took first watch. 
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Thom had to guess it was a few hours later. From the hall, he 
heard the door unlock, open, and very softly shut. Cold air washed 
through the cabin. The fire was down to embers, and there was 
nothing to see. He stayed awake listening, and then the door 
opened again, and locked. After a moment, he heard Joel mutter-
ing, shuffling around, and Ben came down the hall and nudged 
Thom with his foot. 

Wake up, he whispered. There’s something outside. He tapped 
on the bedroom door and opened it. Wake up, guys. Intruder. 

Thom sat up in the sleeping bag and got to his feet. He 
stumbled down the hall, and Ben pushed past him, the rifle barrel 
smacking his arm. He was a little stunned, numb. Very small 
standing there just before the main room. Gibbs brushed by and 
then Abbi. Someone put a log on the fire, and the few coals sparked 
and glowed brighter. A hand appeared in the darkness, covering a 
flashlight beam. 

Joel and Gibby with me, Ben said, at the door. 
Thom inched his way forward and saw the door wide in the 

near-dark, then two flashlights cut through the outside and lit the 
ground and bare trees, swept around. Ben stepped out, then Joel 
and Gibbs. Abbi shut the door. The cold air had come in like a 
blast, and Thom shivered. 

Thom? 
Yeah, he said. 
I got a flashlight right to the eyes. I can’t see you. 
I’m here. By the kitchen counter. He stepped ahead again, 

reaching to feel his way around the silhouetted partition. Through 
the front window, he saw the weak cone of a flashlight filtering over 
trees. 

What’s going on? What did Ben see? 
I don’t know. I heard him go outside, but I think that’s what 

woke me up. 
She was over by the window now. A figure cut across the glass, 

and she almost fell backward, letting out a yelp before recovering, 
and she was beside him, sound of knife blades running along the 
counter. 

Here, she said, and handed him one. 
It was Joel in the window. Someone was stomping along the 

outside of the house. The log was catching, and the first flames 
rolled over one side and cast a dim glow around the room. He 
shifted his grip on the knife. There were no sounds outside, and 
then a shuffling at the door and it opened, Gibbs and Joel stepping 
in, then Ben. 

Why wasn’t this door locked? Ben asked. 
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I didn’t know if you’d need to get back in quick. Abbi turned 
from the window to face him. Did you find anything? 

No, Gibbs said. He shut the door. 
I’m tellin’ you, something was out there, Ben said. 
I don’t doubt it, he sighed. Go to sleep. I’ll take the next shift. 

 
 

 
IT WAS COLD and cloudy out the next day. They kept the fire 
going, and Ben brought a couple of axes from a closet. They took 
turns chopping wood for most of the day, Abbi taking a few rounds. 
By the end of the day, half a cord of wood lay stacked beside the 
door, and they were dead tired, palms bruised and blistered. Joel 
and Gibbs took the first watch and Ben and Abbi, the last. Ben had 
them out again before sunrise, looking for shadows, and when they 
got back in the cabin, they all went to sleep except for Ben, standing 
at the window. Thom and Joel patrolled that morning, even colder 
than the night, and they saw Sun walking toward the bus. An hour 
later, Ben and Joel left the cabin to speak to him. 

They came back in the middle of the afternoon. Ben swept a 
hand at everyone inside. I need you to hide whatever we took from 
the bus. Stow it all someplace out of the way. 

Why? Abbi asked. 
Sun and his girlfriend are gonna be staying with us at night. 

Temperature’s dropping, and the folks at the camp say it’s gonna 
keep dropping. 

Thom came forward. Wait, so they just get to come right in 
here? You nearly kicked me out because you couldn’t take in 
anyone else. 

The girl’s really hot, Joel said. 
Ben shrugged. It’s true. You won’t mind once you see her. 
Abbi scoffed. You’re fucking kidding me. This is a TV show, 

right? The men are men, and the women are tits? You’ve got a 
camera in here and we’ve been on CBS this whole time. She threw 
her hands up. You almost let Thom go out to die, but you’re gonna 
let another girl come in here and sit pretty beside me? 

Ben worked his jaw, flared his nostrils. Yep. Good summary of 
the action there, Abs. He looked aside. Chop, chop. Find every-
thing we took, and throw it under the bed or something. In the 
closet. I don’t care. I’ll tell you about the camp when you’re done. 
He walked into the kitchen and sorted through a stack of cans. 

There wasn’t all that much left. The jug of gasoline and a sack 
of flour, a box of matches. They shoved everything deep into the 
closet and covered the pile over with a ripped burlap sack. 
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Ben was spooning pears out of a can straight into his mouth. 
So, these guys. Six able-bodied folks at the moment. Decent amount 
of supplies. They’re sleeping in tents, but they got this big wind-
break setup so it’s not petrifying cold. He chewed and swallowed. 
But get this. There’s two more of ’em sick, quarantined in a little 
cave. They wouldn’t let us near it. 

Apparently, Sun’s dad was sick, too, Joel said. 
Yeah. Ben nodded, another pear in his mouth. I’m pretty sure 

now he’s the zombie I put down. Turned while they were up in the 
other camp, Dad wanders up the ridge and down to the road and 
back. Sees me walking. Pop, pop. Ben made a gun with his hand. 

So, there are two of ’em just waiting to die at this camp? Did 
you warn them? Gibbs asked, arms crossed. 

They wouldn’t listen. Said it’s a big coincidence that people are 
getting sick, and others are getting eaten. 

Have they heard anything from the outside? 
Not a peep, Joel said. 
Ben set the can of pears down. I was talking to their leader, if 

you wanna call him that. Last word, literally, they hear on the radio 
is about the crazies in Cincinnati. I guess it was spreading west, 
downriver. 

You mean GO, or whatever’s making them turn, Thom said. 
Guess so. 
Then those Guardsmen … Gibbs turned to Abbi and Thom, 

and they exchanged worried glances. It’s probably spread all over 
around here. 

Ben looked at the empty can on the counter and set it back. Sun 
knows how to hunt. I told him we couldn’t really afford to split 
resources, but if he chips in on a kill, we could work with him. 
We’re gonna need to start rationing our vegetables, fruit, and all. 

You just ate a whole can of pears. Gibbs pointed at him. 
Whoops. 
A knock at the door. Gibbs had his hand on the pistol, but Ben 

shook his head. Joel went over and unlocked the door, stepping to 
the side to open it. A girl came in first, followed by Sun. They stood 
just inside, awkward, and Sun smiled. 

Hey, everyone. 
Hey, boy, Ben said. He tapped fingers to an imaginary hat 

brim. Lily. 
The night went by. They stayed up later than usual, talking to 

Sun and Lily about life in the hills and about the camp. Lily was a 
runaway, got her emancipation earlier in the year, and fell off the 
grid right after. Sun had been homeschooled. His parents were 
friendly with the camp but didn’t linger there often, too peaceful to 
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get along with some of the louder members. When they got ready 
for bed, Ben offered to take watch, and everyone but Sun and Lily 
exchanged furtive glances and got ready to sleep. Thom woke at the 
end of first watch and took over for Ben. There was half a log on the 
fire, and the cabin was warm. Thom propped himself up against the 
kitchen counter and stretched, yawned. Over the occasional snap of 
the fire, he thought he could hear everyone breathing. The cabin felt 
tight and the air stale, the entire place like the inside of a lung. 

The next morning, Ben called off the patrol and took Sun out to 
hunt. They came back with a couple squirrels after an hour and a 
half, climbing up from over the top of the ridge. Sun dressed and 
skinned them behind the house and tossed the guts out into the 
trees. They split the meat, and after Sun and Lily left, Ben just 
shrugged and said it was food. He had Joel and Thom dig another 
hole for trash and went out with Sun again for the evening patrol. 
They came back after nightfall with nothing. 

That’s hunting, Ben said, slinging the rifle down from his 
shoulder. We’ll get a return on investment sometime, though. 

Sun was nodding. If we hauled in a deer every time we went 
out, it’d just be a waste. 

They brought a cold wash of air into the cabin, and Thom 
breathed it in. 

Well, if we could hang them up in a tree or something, it’d be 
all right, actually, Ben said. It’s plenty cold out. They’ll keep. 

That’s true, Sun said. I can cook the hell out of a deer, guys. 
Ben moved over to the kitchen to break the rifle down. He 

spread a towel and set out a bottle of oil and a kit of screwdrivers 
and Allen wrenches. 

Now that we’ve got the manpower, I wanted to discuss the 
possibility of making forays. Out of the hills, near the highway, 
depending on how loud things are. 

What for? Gibbs asked. 
We need to think about the possibility that this is permanent. I 

know it’s a tough prospect. He faced Sun. I know your boys at 
camp don’t want to think about it—not that I know why; you’d 
think they’d be happy to hear about the government going down—
but look. When this thing first started, first started, you had things 
half-crippled. Days after that, people were eating each other in the 
streets. 

Lily got up and walked to the back of the cabin. Ben eyed Sun. 
She knew a guy, Sun said. He got killed a few days after GO. 
That’s what I’m saying. I mean, I had to shoot one of those 

things. 
Seriously? Sun straightened. 
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Ben was holding up the barrel of the rifle, pushing the rod 
through it. He stopped, nodded. Yeah, I. Guy was coming at me. I 
had to put him down. 

A zombie? 
Seems that way. 
Sun shook his head. I don’t know, man. I’ll admit some crazy 

things are going on. 
Look. Ben leaned over the counter, forearms level. You don’t 

need to believe in zombies. You don’t have to call them that if you 
don’t want to. The only thing that makes this hard to swallow is 
that a bunch of movies got it nearly right, so you figure ‘what’re the 
odds’? He stood back up. If it makes it more believable for you to 
think everyone went and got some new kind of Mad Cow, go for it. 
That doesn’t change the facts. 

Sun looked away and back. When was this, when you shot the 
zombie? 

A week ago? Maybe two. I’ve kinda lost track of the days. No 
one said anything for a moment. But that’s my point. We all saw 
action early on. We could be lucky as hell being backed up in these 
hills, you know? But we’re gonna need supplies if we want to stay. 
And hell, maybe things are getting better. Only one way to find out. 

Sun was nodding. Everyone was looking at the two of them. 
I’d like the use of your nine-mil, Gibby, when we go out. Ben 

nodded at Gibbs. But I want you to stay behind to help keep the 
shack together. 

Sure. 
Me with a rifle, Joel with the gat, and Sun. That’s a decent fire-

team. The ladies stay with you and Thom here. Thom, your car’s 
the quietest. I’d like to use it, at least part of the way. 

Sure, he said. It’s low on gas, though. 
We’ve got a little to spare. 
Thom lifted his hands. Works for me, then. 
Okay. Ben gave a thin smile. We’ll go hunt again in the morn-

ing. You guys get everything ready for a trip before noon. That 
gives us plenty of daylight to get back, in case things go wrong. 
Keep everything locked up, play tiddlywinks, whatever. If we don’t 
come back, he pinched his lips up, it must mean things are shit. 
Don’t go looking. We’ll end up losing the cabin. He looked across 
the room at everybody. That means we all die. 

They were still. Gibbs shrugged and turned away, and everyone 
got ready for bed. That night, Thom had trouble sleeping. He got up 
from his place on the floor, and Sun turned from the window. 

I can’t sleep, Thom whispered. If you want to catch a little, I’ll 
take over. 
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Sun tilted his head and began to speak, then his eyes went to 
the hall. Ben was standing there, just beyond the glow of the fire. 

Fellas hear something? 
No, Thom said. I was just gonna take over for Sun. 
He nodded, Okay, and slipped back into the hall. 
Sun and Thom looked at each other, eyebrows raised. 
You know what that was about? Sun asked. 
Nope. He’s been on a hair-trigger, though. 
Sun seemed to turn a thought over. I’ll take you up on the nap. 

He got up from his seat by the window and gave Thom the rifle. 
Thanks. 

Ben and Sun went out to hunt early in the morning. When they 
were out of sight, Thom dug through the closet for the jug of 
gasoline. He eased outside with it and went to his car. The cold was 
bracing and the air sharp. Everything was coated in frost. He 
poured the jug into his gas tank, and while it drained, the sun 
crested the hill and lit the ridge. Mist rose from the ground in 
skeins. He watched the frost glitter and the air carry the fog upward, 
and stepped back inside. Abbi was in the hall by the bathroom door, 
and as Thom reached the closet, the door opened. Lily stepped out. 
Her eyes went to the jug and to Thom, and he put the jug back and 
smiled briefly. There were initials carved in the side, the plastic 
raised in peels. 

Morning. 
Morning, she said, and passed them by and went to the main 

room. 
Abbi paused outside the door, ready to step in. She saw, didn’t 

she? 
He nodded and said nothing, and she went in and shut the 

door. 
Breakfast was ready when Ben and Sun got back, and every-

thing was set for the trip out of the hills. Ben helped himself to a 
plate of food, and Lily called Sun over to the couch. They kissed, 
and Lily hugged him tight. When they parted, Sun did so quickly, 
straightening, and then he relaxed. Thom looked away. Everyone 
ate, and the party checked their guns, Sun hefting the ax. Thom 
went out to watch them pile into the car, and Ben gave him a half-
wave/half-salute before backing around and starting down the 
drive. The frost had all melted in the sunlight, and the trees and 
grass were dull, dry. There was a crunch of a footstep just behind 
him, and he turned. It was Lily. 

I need you to tell me what happened, she said. 
What happened with what? 
You’ve got Sun’s gas can and one of his sheets in the closet. I 
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saw them. She looked off. You don’t even have to tell me what 
happened. I know what happened. I just need you to be straight 
with me. 

Thom backed a step. He said nothing. 
Look, I’m not Sun. He’s the nicest guy you’ll ever meet. His 

family’s a bunch of tie-dyed Gandhis. I’m not. My people? We’re 
not the kind to take anything lying down. She paused to give him 
time to speak, and he felt himself shrinking. 

We raided the bus, he said. Before we knew anyone was there. 
I think Ben just thought it’d be better not to raise the issue at all, let 
you stay with us to sort of pay everything back. 

She sighed. Okay. 
Okay? 
What am I going to do? She shrugged and turned for the door. 

She went inside, Thom a second behind her. 
The foray party returned after noon, empty-handed. 
Gibbs set down the rifle he’d held all day, butt on the floor. 

Well? 
Nada, Joel said. 
We got onto 33, went east. The whole road was ghostly. Gas 

stations black. Nobody out. Thought about turning in north of 
Logan, at that small intersection. Thought better of it and waited 
until we hit a lone gas station. Ben was mapping their travels with 
his hands. Turning the car around with a finger. 

How far did you guys drive? Thom asked. 
Thirty miles, all told. 
Thom closed his eyes. 
We find a gas station, one with the little store attached. As soon 

as we pull up, this guy comes out. Cocks a shotgun and points it our 
way. Says, ‘Boys best get the fuck out.’ Ben put up his hands to 
demonstrate. So we backed her around and called it a day. 

You guys were supposed to do most of your work on foot, 
Thom said. 

Hey, you want us to leave your car out to get boosted, what-
ever. I had second thoughts about it. 

Thom looked away. All right. We just … oughta try to reserve 
some gas. He glanced at Lily, then back to Ben. 

We’ll try again headed the other way tomorrow. Maybe walk 
more. 

Joel pushed past everyone, into the hall, and to the bathroom. 
Lily took Sun’s arm, and Thom watched her make eyes at him. 

You want to head out until night? she said. 
Sure. Get out of everyone’s hair. Sun nodded, and they turned 

for the door. You want me back to go hunting, Ben? 
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He breathed in, thinking. Nah. I’ll go alone. Twice as stealthy 
that way. You’ve done plenty the past couple days. 

Okay, then. Sun opened the door, and they stepped out. 
Lily glanced back into the room to Thom before it shut. 
What was that? Ben asked, sweeping his hand from the door to 

Thom. You bang her while we were gone? 
What? No. We’ve barely even talked. 
So, you tried? She gave you a hell of a stinkeye. 
No. 
Ben raised an eyebrow and headed toward the kitchen. The 

cabin seemed suddenly empty and Thom went to the window. 
Gibbs came over and flopped onto the couch. He craned his head 
around and looked at Thom. 

Did something happen? 
Not like that, no. 
Then, what? 
Thom thinned his lips. She saw the gas. From the bus. She 

knows we stole everything. 
I think they could probably have deduced that, don’t you? New 

group of folks in the middle of nowhere? I mean, if your house 
suddenly got broke into, you’d suspect the new neighbors, wouldn’t 
you? 

I guess. It’s the hidin’ it from me I might not take kindly to. 
Sun’s a decent guy, it seems like. I wouldn’t worry about it. 
I dunno, Thom said, lifting a shoulder. He went silent when 

Joel came down the hall and took a seat. He breathed deep and 
cracked his neck. 

Whoo. You guys should’a seen that guy with the shotgun. He 
was all Clint Eastwood, ‘get off my lawn.’ Joel shivered. 

Thom looked out the window, and Sun was partway down the 
ridge below the cabin, eyes on the ground. Huh. 

What? Gibbs turned and rose up on the couch. 
What’s going on? Joel asked. 
Sun just went by, Thom said. 
He glanced back at Joel and saw Ben lean his head out from the 

kitchen. Ben locked eyes with Thom and jutted his chin out slightly 
and went back to whatever he was doing. Thom grimaced at Gibbs 
and turned away from the window. 

Ben went out to hunt shortly after. When he came back, it was 
with Sun and Lily beside him, the rifle set up on his hip. Ben 
cooked dinner for everyone, and he whistled while serving them. 
Sun and Lily sat together on the floor, and though Thom was 
nearby, only Sun would make eye contact. They ate quietly for the 
most part, Ben and Joel talking and Gibbs chiming in on occasion. 
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Thom could hear everyone chewing. When they were finished, he 
took their plates and began washing them, and they all moved to sit 
on the couches or the floor near the fire. 

Probably ought to dig another trash hole, Ben said, if one of 
you wants to do that tomorrow while we’re out looking. 

Sure, Gibbs said. He turned to glance at Thom, and Thom 
nodded. 

I can lend a hand, Lily offered. I haven’t done anything around 
here yet. 

Ben shrugged. Whoever. 
I will fight you for a chance to get out of this cabin, Abbi said, 

looking at Lily. I haven’t been more than ten feet outside the door. 
The people in charge here aren’t exactly up to date on equal 
opportunity. 

I picked up on that, Lily said. 
They went on talking. Thom could only hear snatches of the 

conversation, but through it, he watched Ben looking at Sun and 
Lily, the two of them looking at each other. Ben said something 
loud, boisterous, and Lily’s hand reached out for Sun. Their fingers 
intertwined and squeezed. 

He didn’t sleep that night. He lay there in the hall, Ben on 
watch again, and waited. Either something was coming, or they 
were coming to it. The fire snapped, and sparks went up the 
chimney; he could tell by the light. The flames fell, and Ben didn’t 
add any more wood to the fire. The cabin was nearly dark. Thom 
heard something, a rattle, then a dragging sound. A thundering 
crack and a flash. One of the men shouted, and Thom scrambled 
up, slipped on the bag, and fell to the floor. Gibbs was running out 
of the room and jumped over him, yelling. 

What the hell’s going on? 
Someone turned a flashlight on. 
Ben backed up from the window, and he was smiling. Heard 

somethin’ out there. It was a deer. 
Sun was up, rubbing his head. Man, deer aren’t nocturnal. 
You’re telling me I didn’t just shoot a deer? 
That’s my guess, yeah. 
Ben stood by the door. He unlocked it and flung it wide. Let’s 

go see. 
Sun stood. Thom was on his feet at the end of the hall. He slid 

his shoes on and started following them out. Gibbs smacked him on 
the chest. When Thom looked down, he saw the pistol. He took it, 
and Gibbs watched him go out. 

It was a full moon. They breathed stacks of mist into the air 
that floated over their heads. The ground was covered in a light 



~ MOON UP, PAST FULL ~ 103  ~ 

 

snow from earlier in the night. Ben turned when he heard Thom, 
stared at him, and they went on. 

Back this way. 
He motioned, and they followed him. They didn’t walk far, the 

leaves and grass dry and noisy. Near the top of the ridge, he stopped 
them and waved his arms at the ground. 

Should be right around here. We’ll see blood. 
Uh huh. Sun stuffed his hands in his pockets. 
They walked around stiff-legged, bending at the waist to look 

for any sign. They were out for a while, backtracking, walking over 
their own footprints. They found nothing. 

I’m telling you, Sun said. Deer don’t come out in the middle of 
the night. They bed down like everything else. 

Ben shook his head. Swear I saw something. 
We’re not gonna find any sign now, Thom said. We’ve tram-

pled over everything. 
Ben hung his head briefly. Yeah, all right. Back inside. 
They got in file and went back to the cabin. Someone had 

thrown more logs onto the fire. Joel and Abbi and Gibbs on the 
couches, Lily standing next to the fireplace. 

All that commotion, and no deerburger? Gibbs asked. 
Ben showed his hands. Sorry. Could’a swore I hit it. 
When’s the last time you slept? Lily asked. 
He made a face. I’m fine. I’ve been awake longer than this 

before. He glanced around at everyone. Go on back to bed. Or 
better yet, let’s try this feminism thing. Abbi? 

Sure. 
It was a long moment before anyone rose. Gibbs first, then Ben. 

They went down the hall, and Thom took their place on the couch. 
Sun sat down next to Lily at the fire, and Abbi took the rifle from 
Ben. She stood before him and slid back the bolt, checked the 
chamber, and racked it before flicking the safety. Ben grinned, then 
went into the dark of the hall. Thom kicked his feet over the side of 
the couch, and Lily looked at him, stared, then looked away. 

Ben was up, making noise in the kitchen before Thom woke. It 
was bright out but getting cloudy. Through the window, Thom 
thought he could make out the gray shapes of snow falling from the 
clouds. Ben saw him moving, and he thumbed over his back, be-
hind the cabin. 

You’re gonna have fun digging today, boy. Ground’s gotta be 
about froze solid. 

Thom lifted his eyebrows but said nothing. Sun and Lily were 
on the opposite couch, stuffing rags into the windowsill to block a 
draft. 
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Ben called everyone in for breakfast and served them again. I 
was thinking last night. There’re two cabins a ways down the road. 
If they’re vacant, we can probably slip in and take some supplies. 
Hunters usually leave a little bit back, just in case. Be an easy cou-
ple meals, and we can go on foot. 

Sun nodded. I know where you’re talking. They aren’t far. And 
there’s more of ’em a few miles down. 

You’re just gonna walk in and steal from someone? Lily said. 
It’s survival, Sun said. Half the time they keep a cabin stocked 

in case someone stumbles on it, anyway. To help. 
She looked from Sun to Ben, Thom, and back. 
We’ll leave in a minute, Ben said. 
Joel raised his hand. Honestly? I’m not feeling that good. 
Thom felt the strangeness of the words, registering first as nor-

mal, then the slow ripple through their circle, everyone rocking 
back. He’d been out—they’d been out—on 33. Near a piece of GO. 

Shit, Joel. Ben took a deep breath, his eyes closed. Why’d you 
have to say that. 

Joel went pale. 
Go, fuck. He covered his face with his hands. Can you … can 

you wait it out in one of the cars? Close yourself off, and see how 
you feel? 

He nodded. Yeah. I can do that. 
Okay. We’ll get you some blankets. Can we, uh, bricks. You 

heat bricks, right? We’ll load some bricks or rocks or something in 
the car to keep you warm. 

Yeah. That’d be nice. 
Ben stood. Fuck. He went a few feet into the kitchen, turned 

away from everyone, and put his hands to his face again, then 
dropped them and turned. Okay. We’re just gonna keep on. There’s 
no reason not to. He stopped. Sun? You feel all right? 

Yeah. I’m fine. 
He nodded. Okay. He glanced around at everyone. I don’t 

consider Joel sticking around as added defense; otherwise, I’d say 
Thom, pinch hit. But the cabin’s still the Promised Land. You okay 
with us going alone? He was looking at Sun. 

Sure. He nodded. He reached out for Lily’s hand. 
Okay, then. Ben passed through the circle, stepping over plates. 

He took the rifle from its place by the door and slung it over his 
shoulder. Gibbs, can Sun take your nine-mil? 

Gibbs wiped at his face. Sure. 
I’m no good with handguns, actually. I’ve never used ’em. 
Ben slipped the rifle off. We’ll trade. 
Sun smiled. All right. He stood up. Let’s do it. 
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They went to the door, Joel standing, wobbling a little, to grab 
a blanket from the couch. The three of them walked outside, and 
Thom pitched Joel his keys. He shut the cabin door and locked it, 
turning toward the room. It had just been the four of them yester-
day, but now the number seemed much smaller. Lily was at the 
window, Abbi and Gibbs both leaning on the back of the couch. 

Do you guys think he’s really infected? Abbi asked, and Gibbs 
shrugged. 

Thom shook his head. Could be he’s just sick. If he is infected, 
how? Is it in the air? 

We’re all boned, then, Gibbs said. 
The four of them were quiet. Thom put on his coat, and he got 

one of the knives from his pack and slipped it through his belt. May 
as well do some work. I’m gonna grab some rocks from the ravine 
to keep Joel warm out there. 

I’ll come with you, Lily said, and got her coat. 
Gibbs went to the door, standing partly in the way. Be careful. 

Holler if something goes wrong. 
Thom nodded, stepping out. He rounded the back of the cabin 

and made a rough oval with his hands, mouthing ‘rocks’ to Joel 
through the windshield. Joel was reclined, wrapped in the blanket 
in the passenger seat. Thom didn’t turn or wait for Lily. Clear of the 
cabin, she caught up to his side. They reached the top of the ravine, 
just a crack in the soil, and Lily stopped. 

We know what’s down there. 
He turned his head partway. I think we all figured that out. 
Ben killed Sun’s dad. 
Thom started down into the crack. He shot this thing lurching 

at him with red eyes. 
You people are delusional if you think these are really zombies. 

Ben doesn’t know what he’s shooting at—a deer, a zombie, a sound 
in the dark? Have you seen one? 

He jumped down to a rock, now a few feet below the ridge, and 
looked up at her. Remembered the man in the window, and the fire 
reflecting in his eyes. The red. I … No. But I saw what looked like 
perfectly sane folks getting shot at a grocery. And later, I saw a guy 
covered in blood. And later, a few people tried to go Reginald 
Denny on my car. This is all the same day. In the span of an hour. 
He put a hand on his hip. Call it what you want: people are going 
insane. If mass hysteria is a better name for it, fine. But one way or 
another, things have gone to shit. We came here to be safe, and 
Ben’s been trying to keep us that way. I don’t like him, personally. 
He’s a real prick. But I’m not dead, so. He lifted his hand and 
waved her away, turning to climb further down. 
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Who’s Reginald Denny? 
He laughed, stooping to grab a rock the size of his fists. There 

was a gunshot that seemed to fly over his head, then echo back and 
forth in the ravine. He stood up. More gunshots, two kinds. He lost 
count after six or seven shots and scrambled back up to the ridge. 
Lily was rooted, staring down toward the valley. Back on level 
ground, he pulled at her arm, and they ran for the cabin. 

Joel was sitting up in the car, and he cracked the door. You 
guys hear that? 

Yeah, Thom said, slowing. 
They were ours. I could tell. 
How far? He cocked his head at Lily as she pushed past him. 
Be surprised if they made it to the first cabin. 
They were both ours? So they were shooting at something? 
Joel nodded. Must have been. 
Thom started on around the corner. 
Don’t let Gibbs run off to rescue ’em. Gotta keep the cabin safe. 
Inside, Gibbs was putting on a pair of gloves, the rifle on his 

shoulder. He pointed at Thom and Abbi, beside him. You two think 
you can boost me onto the roof? I can clear probably four hundred 
yards from up there. 

I guess, Thom said, looking at Abbi. 
Back outside, Gibbs tried a jump at the gutter and fell short, 

jumped again and caught it, and Thom and Abbi grabbed his feet 
and shoved him higher, until he kicked and got a leg up onto the 
roof. He climbed up and gave a wave before going out of sight. 
They stood back, going around to the side of the cabin, and to the 
front, to see him perched at the top of the roof, sighting with the 
rifle scope, scanning along. 

You see anything? Thom said. 
Gibbs was slow to respond. Nope. Nada. He took his eye from 

the scope. Go on back inside. 
They did as he said, locking the door behind them. Thom 

posted against the wall beside it and crossed his arms. Lily was 
stoking the fire, agitated. 

He’s gonna fall off of there and break a leg, Abbi said. 
Or fall through, break all our legs. 
Lily went to the window, then paced to the back room and 

went in. She was back out in a moment, repeating her steps, poking 
at the fire, back to the bedroom, then out again. After two more 
laps, Abbi turned from the window. 

Why don’t you sit down, Lil? I’m sure they’re okay. Mike said 
the way they were shooting probably means they found one of those 
things. 
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How do you know? 
I don’t. But he knows these things. They were our guns, and 

they were done quick. 
Hell, Thom said. Maybe they were going crazy on a deer. 
Could be, Abbi offered, sheepishly. 
Lily had her hands clenched on the back of the couch. She was 

staring out the window. Then Gibbs moved on the roof, and there 
was one clear stomp. 

Thom ran outside. What’s going on? 
Gibbs just pointed down the drive. Within seconds, Ben’s head 

came bobbing up from the slope, looking at the ground. He had the 
rifle slung over his shoulder and the pistol limp in his hand. Lily 
came outside and stood beside Thom. Both tensed. There were 
streaks of blood on Ben’s shirt and pants. Lily began to say, No, 
softly. When Ben was a few feet away, he looked up slow, his eyes 
slates. 

There was a family of them, he said. In the cabin. 
No, Lily said, louder. She said it again and took the knife from 

Thom’s belt, shoving him back, and before she could slash at Ben, 
he’d raised the pistol to her head. No, she repeated, over and over. 

I’m sorry. 
She threw the knife, and the handle thudded off his chest. He 

let the pistol down, and she clenched her hands to the neck of her 
sweater, and before Ben could get his hand up again, she cleared the 
space between them and hit him in the jaw and spun about, walking 
away, hands never unclenching at her sides. She didn’t look back. 
 
 

 
BEN CHANGED HIS CLOTHES and washed off, leaving Gibbs 
on the roof. When Ben came out, Thom and he went wordlessly 
back to the ravine for the stones, and they gathered a small pile and 
warmed them in front of the fire. Thom grabbed the stones out with 
an oven mitt and set them in a pot that he carried to the car. He 
opened the car door and held the pot high. 

Where do you want them? 
Joel shrugged. He was peaked and shivering. I guess the floor. 
He set the stones down between Joel’s feet. Sun’s dead. 
I figured, seein’ her take off like that. 
Thom breathed a heavy sigh. Can I get you anything? 
No. He smiled slightly. How’re my eyes? 
They look fine. 
He nodded. 
Thom shut the door and went back inside. 
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Gibbs stayed on the roof until nightfall, huddling close to the 
chimney for warmth. When the sun was down, he came inside and 
stood by the fire, heating his hands. Thom and Abbi were on the 
couch, Ben now the one pacing the room. 

I never saw a thing, Gibbs said. If the gunshots rattled anybody, 
they stayed in their cages. 

Ben nodded. Good. 
You gonna fill me in on what happened down there? 
He said nothing. 
He hasn’t told us anything yet, either, Abbi said. 
Ben stopped pacing for a moment, eying her. I didn’t want to 

have to tell it twice. 
Okay then, she said, opening her hands. We’re all here now. 
He glowered. The first cabin, right next door. There was a 

family in it that turned. The door was hanging open so we went 
right in, didn’t think anything of it. Sun opened up a kitchen 
cabinet, and two kids came out from around a corner, and they just 
screamed. Like fuckin’ demons. Then, they charged, jumped on 
him, and before I knew it, the mom came out and then the dad was 
in the doorway. They had red eyes like the old man. Ben rubbed at 
his forehead and gestured half-heartedly in the direction of the 
ravine. I shot the mom and one of the kids off Sun, but the mom got 
back up and threw me around. Then, the dad rushed up and fought 
with Sun. I don’t even know what happened. I just saw blood go 
everywhere. I shot the dad in the back, and he dropped, and Sun fell 
with him. Ben paused. I grabbed the rifle, and I took off. Don’t 
know what else to say. I freaked. I don’t even think we got the other 
kid. He’s probably still out there. 

No one spoke. The fire cracked and brightened. 
I’d say go back for the body, but I don’t know. I don’t know the 

rules. I don’t know if he’s dead enough not to come back to life—if 
they do—I don’t fucking know. What if we wake up tomorrow, and 
Joel’s turned into one of them? Jesus Christ. He backed himself 
against a wall. Whatever it is, I think it’s spreading. I think we 
might be fucked. He sank down to the floor, letting out a long sigh, 
then looking up. Sorry, guys. I tried. 

Thom stayed up for first watch. Ben was in the hall, and Gibbs 
and Abbi in their room, and there was no one else. He didn’t bother 
looking out the window, just stood at the back of the couch 
watching the fire. When it burned to nothing but coals, he’d put 
another log on and watch the edges of bark or rough cuts turn black, 
begin to glow. A puff of flame like a breath on one end, and it 
would all start to burn. There was a noise outside, and he cocked 
his head, cut his eyes to the window. The car door slammed, and 
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Thom slipped his finger against the triggerguard on the rifle. Two 
thumps on the cabin door. 

There’s someone out here, Joel said. Guys. Something’s out 
here. 

Ben! Thom called back. Everyone up! 
Joel pounded on the door again. Let me in, man. 
Ben was talking to Gibbs briefly. Then he came out of the hall 

and took the rifle from Thom. What’d he say? 
He said something’s outside. 
He stepped up to the door and put a hand on the lock. What’d 

you see, bud? 
Things. People, Joel said. A person. Maybe two. 
Ben turned away from the door. Gibbs was coming down the 

hall with his pistol, cocking it, and Ben stepped to the side and 
opened the door. They both went out and Thom shut it behind 
them, grabbing the other rifle from the kitchen counter and peering 
out the back window. The moon was up, past full. Abbi was com-
ing down the hall, and she stood behind him. 

Are they out there? 
He said nothing. Between the trees, he could see shadows dart, 

one to the next. He tensed, gripped the window to slide it up, and 
stopped. Lock up behind me, he said, going to the door and swing-
ing it open. He hesitated, gun lowered. 

Go on. Let them know you’re there, that it’s you. I’ve got the 
cabin covered. She reached for the iron poker by the fireplace. 

Gunfire from ten yards away, and they both flinched, the trees 
lighting up with the flash. Thom ducked, almost sitting on the floor, 
before he stepped out and motioned for Abbi to shut the door. He 
thought Joel would be nearby or in the car, but he was gone. 
Someone was shouting: Gibbs, near the top of the ridge by the 
eastern edge. Two sharp pops from his pistol. Thom was frozen 
there by the door, and then he started running, flicking off the safety 
on the rifle and clutching the barrel. The ground was frozen hard. 
He ran at a strafe from the cabin, up the ridge, toward the shadow 
he’d seen earlier. He saw Gibbs, briefly, stalking around a thicket of 
brush. Moments later, someone else crossed the path, going after 
Gibbs, hands empty and open, like claws, a sound like a growl. 
Thom raised the rifle to his shoulder and took aim. 

Hey! he shouted before he could stop himself. 
The thing paused, turned, and he squeezed the trigger three 

times, a fourth, a sheet of bark splintering off a tree. The thing 
keeled over. He stepped toward it, leaves and branches cracking on 
the ground around him, from one side then another, but he could 
see nothing. Someone grunted, and then, he was off his feet, in the 
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air, dropping onto his back. The rifle was pinned to his chest, and 
he saw the man above him, saw the hand coming down, and then 
his vision flared and the rifle was flat across his neck. He couldn’t 
see the man’s eyes. He saw teeth and gums, and there was hissing 
and grunting from between them, and the teeth came closer for a 
vicious kiss and then the man fell aside, slumped against a tree, and 
Ben came stepping out from nowhere and lowered the rifle. 

You okay? he asked, reaching a hand down for Thom. 
Uh, was all he mustered. 
He gripped Ben’s hand and was pulled up, and he nearly fell 

over again. Ben had turned aside and put a round in the man’s face. 
Thom flinched, closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Ben 
had moved on, low to the ground and trotting up the ridge. An arm 
lit up from the glow of gunfire, and, stepping into a thin clearing, 
Gibbs approached a slumped form, hand rising, and he fired again. 
The hand fell limp. Silence followed. 

Clear? Ben shouted. 
Think so, Gibbs said. 
Regroup at the cabin. 
Thom took hold of tree trunks as he passed, making his way 

back. He saw Ben and Gibbs getting closer, and Joel coming from 
the ridge. They all met at the door, and Ben turned to face them. 

Gibbs glanced over everyone. We all okay? No bites or drool or 
anything? 

They shook their heads, and Ben nodded, assertive. Thanks for 
the warning, Joel. He knocked on the door, and Abbi was a 
moment unlocking it. He stepped inside, leaving Gibbs and Thom 
there with Joel. 

I guess we’ll heat up your rocks or something? Gibbs said. 
Joel tried to crack a smile. Thom got the pot from the car and 

brought it inside, Joel hovering at the door. Ben was standing in the 
middle of the room, the rifle still at his chest. 

Did anyone get a look at their eyes? Thom asked. 
I couldn’t tell, Gibbs said. Once it all got underway, it was too 

dark and too fast. 
I did. Ben was looking at the fire. Finished two off. Red as can 

be. He paused and lowered his voice. Joel’s are getting red, too. I 
don’t want anyone else near him. 

No one said anything. 
Ben hadn’t moved at all but to speak. I’ll take watch. In the 

morning, we’ll bury the bodies. 
When the house awoke, they found Ben in much the same 

place. He was still holding the rifle, and when he finally did move, 
they saw the deep imprints of his boots in the carpet. He put Gibbs 
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back up on the roof and told Thom and Abbi to begin breaking up 
the ground while he dragged the bodies. There was enough room 
between a patch of trees near the top of the ridge, directly behind 
the cabin. It was a little warmer than the past several days, but the 
ground was still frozen. Thom hacked at it with the shovel and 
made no headway, tried the ax and made little more than a scratch. 
Ben was coming through the trees with one of the dead by the arm. 
There was no face to it, just a jaw and a hole. The clothes were old 
and faded, and the sole of one of its shoes was peeled partway off.  

Ground too hard? 
Yeah. 
We don’t have the right equipment, Abbi said. 
Leave it for a day. It’s getting a little warmer. He put a hand on 

his hip and pivoted, scanning the area. I’d sooner have you in the 
house anyway. Keep everyone close. He thumbed over his shoul-
der. Help me drag the rest, and we’ll go back. 

Ben traded places with Gibbs after noon, and the whole shift, 
he walked from one edge of the roof to the other. The house 
creaked. Boards shuddered. When Thom came out with food for 
Joel, Ben nearly jumped on top of him, leaping from the roof. 

I’ll take it to him. 
They were right next to the car. The windshield was smoky 

with breath, but Joel was visible through it, watching them. 
Thom nodded toward him. He seems all right. 
Good. I’m still not letting anyone else get exposed. Ben took 

the plate and went around the car. 
Thom stood there for a moment and went back inside. Before 

nightfall, Ben and Gibbs both went up to the roof, standing at 
opposite ends and switching places every so often to hug the 
chimney. In the middle of the night, there was a stampede overhead 
and Thom woke with a jolt, rushing to the door. There were clouds 
obscuring the moon, but he saw Gibbs holding Ben by the collar, 
rifle pointed out at the trees. 

I saw something, Ben said. Right there. 
It was warmer still the next day. The ground remained solid, 

but Abbi and Thom worked at it, chopping at the soil with the ax 
until they had a shallow grave, enough for one or two bodies. They 
broke around noon to eat and warm up. Ben brought Joel some 
food and took the pot of stones inside to warm them. They ate 
silently. When they finished, Ben stood and, without looking at 
anyone, said he thought Joel would turn by nightfall. 

They finished digging, Gibbs on the ground with Thom, and 
Ben on the roof. They threw the bodies in and covered them, heads 
and faces all pulped. Thom had dumped the one he’d shot, by 
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chance. Saw the blood welled on its back. They kept on tossing the 
dirt until there was no more, and Gibbs tamped it down solid. 

These guys, they look like mountain men, Thom said. 
You think they’re from around here? 
Thom turned back to the cabin. Ben was staring at them. Joel 

was sitting up in the car. He shrugged in resignation as they passed, 
a tight smile on his face. Shortly after, Ben took Gibbs on patrol. 
Thom stood by the front window, watching them make their way 
along the northeast ravine. 

Abbi was stowing trash in a box and sealing it, and when she 
finished, she stood in front of the fire and stoked it. I think Ben’s 
going to kill Joel. 

Thom turned to her. He wanted to deny it but could find 
nothing to say. 

We should warn him. I don’t even think he’s sick. 
If Ben catches you out there, he’ll probably throw you in the 

backseat. Thom glanced around at nothing. Do we have paper? 
Abbi wrote out signs in charcoal. She caught Joel’s eye from 

the window and pressed the first sign: ‘Can you read this?’ to the 
glass. Joel squinted for a second and gave them a thumbs-up. Thom 
handed her the next sign: ‘How do you feel?’ and he shook his hand 
in the air like a plane. The next sign, hesitant: ‘We think Ben may 
try to kill you,’ followed with: ‘He thinks you’re going to turn.’ 
They waited on a reaction, and after a moment, Joel just nodded. 
Last sign: ‘If he comes out tonight, RUN.’ He nodded again. They 
had no more signs but stood in the window a minute longer, unsure 
of what to do. Joel flipped the sunvisor down, and they could tell he 
was looking in the mirror, at his eyes. Abbi rolled up the signs and 
put them in the fire. 

That night, Ben took watch inside the house and put Gibbs on 
the roof. Thom tried to keep awake but nodded off early, waking 
when he heard the door unlock, and he stumbled down the hall, the 
door already shutting. He ran out, no coat, and saw Ben rounding 
the car and reaching for the passenger door. In the dark, he saw Joel 
shuffling, scrambling over to the driver’s side. 

Wait! Thom held out his hands. 
Ben looked back at Thom. He’s turning. 
The driver’s door opened, and Joel spilled out. 
He’s fine, Ben. Look at him! You scared him shitless! 
Joel got to his feet, held his hands up. Ben, man, don’t. I’m okay. 
The gutter groaned above them, and Gibbs loomed, the rifle 

idle. What’s going on? 
I can’t risk letting him go, Ben said. If he turns into another red. 

What if he goes and eats someone else? 
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He hasn’t eaten anyone yet. He can’t eat anyone else. 
I saw him. He was chewing on one of the bodies. Ben was 

shoving the gun forward, jabbing over the roof of the car at Joel. 
The hell you did, man. I was awake the whole goddamn night. 

He never left the car. 
Ben’s arms sank slightly. Bullshit. He’s one of them. 
I’m not, Ben. I’m not. 
Get back in the car. 
I’m scared you’re gonna kill me, man. Are you gonna kill me? 
He said nothing. 
Thom stepped between them. He’s not gonna kill you. We’re 

gonna go inside, and I’m gonna make sure he gets some sleep. 
When’s the last time you slept? 

Ben shook his head. Doesn’t matter. I’m awake. 
Come on. I’ll take over inside. You’ve been working really 

hard. 
He was grinding his mouth, his jaw going back and forth. He 

let the rifle down. When he got around the car, Thom led him to 
the door and knocked, waited for Abbi to open it, and ushered him 
inside. Thom got the rifle off Ben’s chest and held it to the side, 
pointing down the hall for him to take the sleeping bag. Abbi 
lingered by the door, and when Ben was settled, Thom turned to 
her. 

You were right. 
She frowned. What are we gonna do? 
He put up his hands. I don’t know. 
The next morning, Ben and Thom went out on patrol. Gibbs 

was leaning against the chimney, and when they saw him, he 
straightened, rifle swinging their way. They rounded the house and 
Ben stopped, Thom right behind him. The car was empty, the 
passenger door cracked. 

Ben whipped around to Thom. You let him go? He turned to 
stare up at Gibbs. You let him go? 

Gibbs shrugged. He gave me the slip. 
Ben seemed to shrink. He looked at the car and the ground, and 

he hunched over, then went on, and they walked the wire. He said 
nothing. At the top of the ridge, Thom saw something had been 
digging at the grave. 

The day went by. At dinner, Abbi told them they were running 
low on water and they were full up on trash, and Ben didn’t 
acknowledge her. Gibbs and he patrolled that night, and as they 
came in, he waved Gibbs off. 

Just go on to bed. I’ll keep watch tonight. 
You don’t want me on the roof? 
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No. 
Gibbs shrugged. He slipped the rifle off his shoulder. Thom 

moved to hand him the pistol, and he shook his head. He patted 
Thom’s back in passing and darted his eyes toward Ben, and Thom 
nodded. Gibbs and Abbi went to their room, and Thom lingered 
briefly near the kitchen. Ben was standing at the fire, looking from it 
to the window every so often. Thom went back into the hall and got 
in the bag. He set the pistol under the small of his back below the 
bag and put his hands inside it, slipping his right out quick to grab 
for the handle of the gun, testing the speed. When he fell asleep, 
Ben was still at the fire. 

It was later in the morning than usual, by the light. He sat up, 
pulling the pistol from under the bag, and looked down the hall. He 
stood, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Gibbs and Abbi were awake 
in the bedroom. Thom started down the hall and froze. Ben was at 
the door, his back to it, the rifle trained on him. 

What’s going on? 
Ben smiled. Thom held the pistol out to his side, and Ben 

nodded to it. Go ahead. Point her here. He thumbed to his chest. 
Go ahead. 

Thom didn’t move. The door opened behind him, and he 
turned his head to it. Stay back. 

What’s the matter? Abbi asked. 
Just stay back. 
Thom? You okay? said Gibbs. 
He nodded. Just fine. Ben and I are having a little talk. 
Why’s my pistol in your hand? 
Ben’s smile deepened. Give it to him. He jutted his chin for-

ward. Pass it on back. 
Thom heard Gibbs approach. He swiveled at the hip, reaching 

the pistol around to him, and he felt Gibbs take it and step beside 
him. Even as he brought the gun up, seeing Ben, he saw him halt 
the gesture and rest the gun by his thigh. 

He took the bullets. 
And pulled the firing pin on the other rifle. 
Guys? Abbi said. Her voice was shaky. 
I’m done getting jerked off. I let you all into my home, and you 

just stabbed me in the back every step of the way. I figured it all out. 
Figured what out? Gibbs said. 
You all told Sun. Told him we robbed his bus and that I killed 

his dad. You let Lily know so she could freak out. She sicced those 
reds on us, led them here. You let Joel loose. Well, now I’m back in 
charge. There’s no coming or going. We’re staying right here. 

They ran out of water by the afternoon. When they ate, Ben 
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grouped them next to the kitchen and sat on the couch, eating one-
handed, the rifle propped beside him. They drank the syrup from a 
can of fruit to wash everything down. That night, Ben all but 
shoved them back into the hall, and he made Gibbs break the knob 
off the bedroom door before he receded into the main room. Hours 
later, Thom slipped out of the bag and crept along the wall, inching 
forward until he could see Ben, squatting in the corner of the room. 
He was staring at Thom, the rifle pointed at his head. They stayed 
motionless for a minute, Ben unblinking, and Thom backed away. 

The cabin stunk. They kept the bathroom shut tight and stuffed 
towels under the door. Trash had already begun to pile up, and now 
there were stacks of it by the door. They started to burn it. Ben 
never let them get far enough apart to surround him or to split his 
attention. They were seated around one of the couches and he the 
other, and his eyes brightened and he smiled. 

Why don’t you guys do me a favor? He stood. Get all the food 
rounded up, all of it, and just set it down on the floor. 

They looked from one to the other. Gibbs stood first. None of 
them spoke, but they filed along and took the remaining boxes from 
the living room and set them by the kitchen doorway. They opened 
the cupboards and took everything else out, and Ben pointed at the 
tile floor. 

Go ahead. Just dump it all there in the middle. 
They dragged the boxes of dried rations in, as well. 
Open ’em. Sort through it all. Get it all organized. 
They did. Cans in a small tower, stacks of smaller boxes of 

instant rice and the like, the bags of MREs. 
He nodded at them. Okay. Now, split it all up. Even as you 

can. Four piles, one for each of us. 
They split the piles up, standing beside their rations. They 

pushed Ben’s pile toward him like a mass of poker chips. 
Good. He was nodding. Now, make it just three piles. 
The next day, Abbi asked him if she could throw the trash out 

the window. Ben told Gibbs and Thom to go to the end of the hall, 
and when they were there, he nodded to Abbi, and she opened the 
window. Fresh air blew in and washed cold through the cabin. She 
started throwing the plastic out, the cans. When she finished, he 
nodded again and she shut the window, and he told her to get in the 
hall, too. He perched against the side of the couch and watched 
them there the rest of the day and into the night. Eventually, Abbi 
lay down to sleep, then Gibbs. Thom propped himself against the 
wall and watched Ben watch them. He knew Ben hadn’t slept for 
days, not that he’d seen. After a while, he nodded his head, let it 
droop, and waited. Thom was nearly asleep himself when he craned 
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his head up, slowly, and peered into the dark. The fire was down to 
nothing. He could see the shape of Ben slumped against the couch 
but not his face or eyes, not clearly. It took Thom a moment to 
think of how to move, but he began drawing his legs in and inching 
himself up the wall. There was no restarting. He was barely breath-
ing, but his heart was pounding, and between it and the adrenaline 
in him, the cabin sounded like one continuous roar. 

He was standing. He placed his hands on the walls and felt 
along them, taking small steps flush with the molding. There was so 
little light, his eyes were making shapes of everything. The hall 
lightened and darkened with his breath, to a beat, pulsed. The dark 
shape of Ben lay still against the couch. Something stirred, inside or 
out. He stopped. Waited, eyes closed. Nothing else for a minute or 
more, so he took another step, and then there was another shuffle 
and a fantastic cracking pain from his knee. Ben had lunged across 
the short space between them, and the butt of the rifle smashed into 
Thom’s leg. He choked for air at first and then cried out and fell to 
the ground. Gibbs shouted, and Ben threw himself onto Thom, but 
from outside they heard a thump against the side of the cabin and 
the clinking of metal as something tumbled through the trash under 
the window. 

Ben stood. Everyone back! 
He kicked Thom in the ribs and backed toward the door, 

looking out the window. Half a moon and thin clouds. Thom had 
stuffed his thumb between his teeth to keep from screaming. The 
cabin door unlocked and opened. He saw a crack of light, and then, 
Ben stepped into it. Gibbs was pulling Thom across the floor to the 
couch, and Abbi was trying to start the fire, stopped, and got a 
flashlight from the kitchen. 

Find the bullets. The bullets, Thom said, shoving them away. 
He rolled to the arm of the couch and pushed himself up onto his 
good leg, hopping over to the window. They were both scrambling 
around behind him. Out the window, he saw Ben lumbering, 
swinging the rifle, and he started running up the ridge. 

The knives are gone, Abbi said. 
Thom lost sight until he saw the muzzleflash, then two more 

shots, and Ben was lumbering back to the cabin. Thom could hear 
him groaning. He was clutching his arm, and the rifle was gone. He 
slammed into the cabin beside the window and rolled his way 
around it. 

Shit, the door! Thom leaped toward it as best he could, but Ben 
was already there, pushing Thom back. 

It got me, he said, breathless. I got bit! He stumbled up into the 
room and looked up at Thom. I cut it off, the bite. I think I’m okay. 
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Thom stepped back, lost his balance and hit the wall. Gibbs and 
Abbi came out of the kitchen with the pistol, Abbi shining the 
flashlight on Ben. He was half-covered in blood, and it had already 
pooled into the carpet below him. He’d cut a long strip of flesh off 
his forearm and it poured like a tap around his clutched fingers. 

Jesus Christ, Ben, Gibbs said. 
The light showed him pale and gaunt, deep circles below his 

eyes. Gibbs went to the kitchen and came out with a cloth. He 
pulled Ben’s hand away and recoiled. There was a tendon visible, 
veins almost bare. Gibbs wrapped his arm in the cloth and doubled 
it over, putting Ben’s hand back on it. 

Hold it tight. 
Okay. I got it. He glanced around and found his way to the 

couch, leaning against it. The pistol was back in Gibbs’ hand, while 
Ben worked around to the front of the couch and he sat. Getting a 
little lightheaded over here. 

Could be ’cause we haven’t had water in three days, Ben, 
Thom said. 

He muttered something. 
I’m gonna start a fire, okay? Abbi said. 
Gibbs nodded, following her around to the fireplace. He stood 

back with the pistol and watched Ben. Thom hobbled his way over 
to them and sunk onto the other couch. Ben was lying down, the 
rag already mostly red. Gibbs turned to Thom. 

I’m kicking the generator on. He went out, shutting the door 
behind him. There was a sputter, then a rumbling, and Gibbs came 
back in. Where’s the breaker? Ben said nothing, and Gibbs leaned 
over the back of the couch and shook him. The breaker box, hey. 
Where is it? 

Your room, the closet. 
Gibbs rushed down the hall and kicked the door open and there 

was a click. The lights came on. Something began pumping. Abbi 
stood up from the fireplace and went into the kitchen and ran the 
tap. Gibbs came from down the hall and went to her, and they came 
out with several glasses of water. Everyone drank. Gibbs knelt 
beside Thom and tried to roll the leg of his pants up, but the knee 
was already too swollen. He stood and patted his shoulder. 

We’ll have ice in a couple hours. 
Thom nodded. He watched Gibbs scan the room and sigh. Ben 

started moaning and Gibbs turned to him. 
There ain’t a thing to be done for that. We’ll have to try to get 

you to a hospital. The best I could do is burn it closed. 
Ben didn’t even look up. His face was mashed into the couch 

cushion, and he was holding the arm out, his hand pressing tight to 
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the cloth and blood dripping off the bottom onto the floor. Gibbs 
made a face and clapped his hands on his thighs. 

Okay, then. Let’s try to get some sleep. We’ll think of some-
thing in the morning. I’m shutting the generator off. 

Gibbs went out again. Abbi was filling jugs with water, and she 
let the tap run and came out to stand in the main room. The lights 
went out. Ben sat up, rocking, then stood and wandered as far as 
the arm of the couch before sitting again. Thom watched him. The 
blood on the carpet looked like a painting, intentional, spiraling. 
Gibbs came back in and turned to lock the door, and Ben was on 
him, bowling him over and knocking his head against a wall. Ben 
had the pistol. He got to his feet, backing away, aiming the gun at 
Abbi and then Thom. 

Ben, just sit down. You’re hurt bad, Thom said. 
I’m sick. If I didn’t have it before, I’ve got it now. His eyes were 

bright with tears and the flames of the growing fire. I’ve got to … 
He looked at the gun. 

Thom stood up. 
Gibbs was propping himself against the door, working his jaw. 

Ben, come on. You don’t know. You don’t know how this works. 
I know. You get bit, you turn. That’s it. I didn’t cut it out in 

time, didn’t cut deep enough. 
We’re all just dehydrated, stressed out, Thom said. 
Ben said nothing. He was trembling. Gibbs shut the door and 

locked it. He came toward Ben slowly, hands up. 
All right, brother. We’ll work this out. Let’s put you in the back 

room for now, and we’ll see what happens. We’ll know one way or 
the other. We’ll get you to a hospital, someplace, in the morning. 

Ben nodded. His eyes darted from one nothing to the next, 
unfocused. He stuck his hand out to feel for the wall and Gibbs 
guided him part of the way to the back room. Blood streaked from 
Ben’s fingertips. He pushed the door wide and went in, and Gibbs 
stood outside until the door closed. He went back down the hall. 

Should we barricade the door or something? Abbi asked. 
There’s no securing it, not after I kicked it. And those walls are 

thin enough to shoot through, so best to keep away. Gibbs frowned, 
looked out the window. I should go get the rifle. 

You didn’t find the firing pin? Thom asked, slumping back to 
the couch. 

He shook his head. 
You’re gonna go out unarmed? 
Don’t have much of a choice. 
If he comes out while you’re gone, Abbi said, we’re screwed. 
Guy’s lost a lot of blood, and hasn’t slept for weeks. He won’t 
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be able to shoot straight. He went to the door. Last time out for the 
night, I promise. 

Be careful, please, Abbi said. 
A lowing funneled through the hall before Gibbs opened the 

front door. Gibbs waved the sound away. Just ignore him. He 
stepped out. 

Abbi went over to the window and watched him go up the 
ridge. The groaning continued, grew louder. She turned back, look-
ing at Thom over her shoulder. 

Don’t even, Thom said. We probably ought to hide in the 
kitchen or something, just in case. 

I could just get some— 
He could just shoot you. 
She glanced out the window. He’s almost at the top. 
That’s where I lost sight of him. It’s probably around there. 
The groaning had died, then restarted. They heard a thump 

from the bedroom. Abbi went into the kitchen and came out with a 
pitcher half full of water. I’m just going to set it in the hallway. He 
won’t even know I’m there. 

Wait on Gibbs. It’ll be two minutes. 
She started on back. 
Wait, wait. He struggled to stand up. Help me along. Maybe I 

can fall on him if he comes after you. 
She smiled faintly, ducking under his arm. They crept toward 

the hall, and the pistol went off. They jolted. The water spilled. A 
cork of wood dust fell in front of them, a hole a foot away from 
their heads. Thom’s arm was tight around her, and she leaned into 
his chest. They relaxed slowly, and she looked at the water and set 
it down. Thom’s backpack was there in the corner of the hallway. 

There’s a knife in that bag, he said. I bet Ben never found that 
one. 

She left him for it, padding, and her hands outstretched. Bend-
ing to feel through the pack, she found the handle in the sleeve and 
pulled out the knife. Thom saw her look toward the door. 

Just wait the five seconds it’s gonna take for Mike to come 
back. 

She stood, looking back at him as she went down the hall. I’ll 
wait. She had the knife up, eyes going past Thom as Gibbs barreled 
inside. 

Everyone all right? He was empty-handed. 
Yeah, Thom said. 
I heard the shot. 
Thom nodded to the bedroom door. 
Gibbs stepped past him. Christ. All right, well. Let me— 
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The bedroom door whined and snapped back. Ben took a step 
out, his face smeared with blood and his jaw slack. He lifted his 
arms and lurched forward, and Abbi turned with the knife still 
raised and sliced through his throat. The gash bubbled, hissed, and 
Ben fell against the doorframe and slid limp to the floor. Abbi was 
motionless, the knife still hanging in the air. She let her arm down 
very slowly. 

Jesus, Thom said. 
Gibbs nudged the body with his boot. We gotta drag him out. 

In case he—I don’t know—comes back. 
They hauled the body outside and locked the door, leaning 

against it in silence. Sleep was restless, but in the morning, Gibbs 
turned the generators back on, and they cleaned out the bathroom, 
took their first showers in days, then dragged the body out to the 
mass grave. Thom iced his knee on the couch, watching the 
window as they had before. They built the fire up high and opened 
the back window to air out the cabin, and Abbi and Gibbs went 
about scouring bloodstains and cleaning the place. A car drove by 
down below, and Thom thought he heard brakes. Half a minute 
later, there was a white pennant rising up through the tree trunks. 
Then Thom saw the arm waving it and Joel attached, his other arm 
high. Thom swung his leg over and stared at him good and hard 
before looking back. 

Guys, Joel’s here. 
Gibbs stepped out of the kitchen. Seriously? 
Yeah. He’s coming up the drive. 
Gibbs took the pistol from the counter. Abbi came to the 

window with Thom, and they watched Gibbs greet Joel beside the 
cabin. Gibbs switched the pistol to his left and shook Joel’s hand, 
bringing him in to meet chests. They were talking, and then Gibbs 
backed away, turning to look at the window. He motioned for Joel 
to come inside. Abbi helped Thom up, and they met them at the 
door. 

Gibbs was ashen, tapping the pistol against his thigh, and 
looking at the floor. He said nothing at first, then jerked his head. 
Tell ’em what you told me. 

Joel shook his head. I was tellin’ Gibby, here. There’s no zom-
bies. No nothin’. Nobody’s even sick from it. 

You’re … I. You’re kidding, right? Thom said. I, uh. He waved 
his arm across the cabin. How do you explain … 

Nobody got eaten in Cincinnati. A guy got bit, was all that was. 
Reports got wild off the bat. 

That farmer who went crazy after touching the asteroid … 
Was already crazy, turns out. Joel shrugged, smiling thin. 
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I shot a man in the back. 
Joel nodded. Abbi had her hands to her face. No one spoke. 
I shot a man in the back, Thom repeated. 
Where’s Ben? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NETTLE CREEK 
CEMETERY 

 
 

HE CHILDREN were found by a farmer two months 
after they were declared missing. The sheriff and his 
deputies and the federal agents descended on the ceme-

tery. Tents of yellowed canvas were set up to break the heat. It 
waved off the gravel road, carrying grasshoppers as they fled from 
the cruisers. Cicadas yet to die landed on sleeves, on hats. In one of 
the tents, an old detective sat facing the back with his gun in his lap. 
A deputy entered the tent carrying water in a paper cup. The air 
inside was musty from the canvas. 

What are you going to do with that? 
I don’t know yet, the detective said. 
Give it to me. 
The detective handed the gun to him. He turned to look at the 

deputy. His eyes were dark, hard and pinched from years of work in 
the open. 

What do you do when anyone could wake up one morning and 
kill you? Kill your family? 

I don’t know. 
There’s about an inch between you and hell at any time; do you 

know that? 

T 
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He looked past the deputy. He said nothing more. A hot wind 
kicked up on the road, and the deputy left to get someone for him. 
He didn’t know who. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LAST SNOW 
 
 

HERE WERE LICENSE PLATES from as far out as 
Missouri. Illinois was practically common. Tennessee and 
Kentucky, Georgia: these, she understood. Farther west 

than the Mississippi, and Janine didn’t even know how they were 
already here. Colorado would be more crowded, if they had the 
same weather—days ahead of them, surely. The traffic was slow, 
but not awful; every manual car on the road made every other car 
on the road act like the next bridge would be ice. They drove 
unsteadily upward. Curves cut them low, avoiding sometimes a hill 
and sometimes an indestructible portion of rock. Or maybe the road 
only followed an older path, wound with rivers. Grooves in the 
mountainside, the teethmarks of some cartoonish and overlarge 
rock-saw or drill. Oil wells had drills with three rolling, knobby 
wheels. For all she knew, they did use teeth. 

Emily was fast asleep beside her. Fast, from fasten, the opposite 
of speed. In her car seat, just the bump cushion now, her hair 
flattened where she had pressed it to the seat and stuck there, fast, 
in the pink hiragana of sleep written all down her face. Elsewhere, 
her hair was in true ringlets, of the sort Janine would have loved in 
school, the sort every girl with straight hair says she would love. 
The car corrected her veer toward the shoulder, wheel stiffening. 
The caravan of cars passed a sign for the park, next exit. She leaned 
to see the sky through the windshield and still doubted. When they 
rounded a curve, she saw the automatic zippering of lanes, merging 

T 
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for the exit. Still a crawl. Emily muttered, shook her head. They 
dropped down the exit ramp and all turned left, passing under the 
highway. The road became tight, hardly two lanes. A gas station, a 
small parking lot cut into a wedge in the hillside. Another gas 
station, smaller still. Miles yet ahead, there would be a third where 
she would have to stop, if only for a minute. The charge was low, 
would maybe get them to the park. The icon on the dash was a 
dark, threatening red. 

Are we close? Emily said, rubbing her eyes. 
We are. 
It’s not raining. 
It will soon. 
I’m thirsty. 
Just a little while longer, sweetie. Hold tight. Janine smiled 

down at her. 
Emily pursed her lips and made a practiced smacking sound, 

grinning. 
I wish he hadn’t taught you that. 
Why? 
She closed her eyes for a beat, two. Above them, a wide metal 

bridge, spanning only sixty or seventy feet across the gap, hilltop to 
hilltop. 

What’s that for? Did this used to be underwater? 
Janine shook her head. I’m not sure. Maybe it’s for trains. 
Emily twisted in her seat to look behind them. I think it used to 

be underwater. 
Well, maybe. But that’s not what the bridge is for. There was 

water here a long time ago. Janine glanced around them. Houses 
ran along the right side of the road with small yards, old trees with 
their leaves still driven in pockets. Behind the houses, the empty 
crag where a creek had flowed, would flow. Can you see over there? 
There’s a stream in those backyards. 

So, it was underwater? 
No. This valley was probably made with water. There was just 

one hill here. Maybe that’s not right. Maybe the water came after. 
They fell quiet, both peering through the windows. It was mid-

afternoon, but every so often, the brakelights of the caravan came 
on, and the glow was high on the road and hollow. The cars 
wound, wended. Signs went by for unincorporated towns, one after 
the other without distinction. Houses got smaller and cheaper. They 
passed a spraypainted sign set at a curve: firewood. 

I used to live near here, Janine said. 
Where? 
Just a little town. She glanced at the charge indicator on the dash. 
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Can we go see it? 
Maybe someday. Today, we’ve got a special goal. 
Ten minutes later, the cars were all stopped. They were at the 

top of a hill and the land sagged ahead of them, belled to one side, 
but the road went on straight, and there was no movement. Janine 
could see the sign for the gas station and the cars wrapped around 
the lot, waiting to get in. There were only two plugs—four pumps. 
The dash was blinking red. 

Are we gonna run out of batteries? 
She smiled thin, shook her head. Nope. We’re fine. Just waiting 

on everyone else. She reached back behind the seat and came up 
with a tablet. Want to watch something while we wait? 

Emily shrugged. Okay. She opened a movie player, started a 
cartoon. 

Janine put her hands back on the wheel. Emily watched her, 
the screen. They moved ahead one car-length, and Janine sighed. 
The clouds overhead thickened, and the bare trees in their clusters 
along the road darkened. A call on her cell, and she set it on her 
thigh, let it buzz. It buzzed again, and then a text came through. 
The brief: ‘You need to pick up,’ from Brandon. She opened the 
message, read on. ‘Mom wants to know where Emily is. The school 
said you have her.’ Janine texted back: ‘I do.’ There was a lag 
before his response: ‘You have got to tell me when you do this. 
Mom was supposed to pick her up, and she’s freaking out. I haven’t 
answered cuz I knew you had her.’ Janine glanced over at Emily, 
started typing again: ‘Well I do. We’re fine.’ 

She closed the message and pulled up a map to the park on the 
screen. Reception was bad, and it was slow loading. When she 
looked up, a shadow passed by the car on the passenger side, a man 
in a denim jacket rounding the hood and sliding to the road. He 
glanced through the windshield, and Janine gave a slight smile, 
checked the locks. The man walked down the left side of the road 
and stopped, waving. A truck pulled out of the line behind her and 
gunned past, cleared the next hill beyond the gas station and then 
went out of sight. A moment later, another car followed suit, rust 
along its bottom, bad muffler. The blinking on the dash grew. 

Emily looked up. Mommy? 
I know. We’re fine. 
Janine put a hand to her head and rubbed her temple. Her 

phone buzzed again. It was only a few hundred yards to the gas 
station. Four or five football fields, end to end. There was more 
than enough of a charge for it. However many dozens of car 
lengths. She looked at the message: ‘They called the cops.’ ‘On me?’ 
she replied. A pause. The signal broke down on the phone, then 
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perked back. She did the math on how far they’d gone since 
reaching the top of the hill, punched the button on the dash to see 
how much time it estimated was left. She looked at Emily, rapt 
attention to the cartoon, now. A police car was coming the other 
way, and Janine pushed their car ahead, almost to the bumper of 
the SUV ahead of them. Another light flashed on the dash, a 
collision warning. She watched the policeman drive by, a sheriff’s 
deputy, glancing at her. Emily’s head was ducked to the tablet. 
Brandon’s reply: ‘Where are you? I need to calm them down. I 
messed up my story, and now they think you kidnapped her.’ 

Janine pressed her head against the headrest, sighed, and 
pushed the car the meager distance they’d gained. ‘I kind of did,’ 
she replied. ‘We’re going to see the snow. I wanted her to get the 
chance.’ She put the phone away. Just ahead, the shoulder was 
flattening, jutting out the rock face that formed the crest of the hill. 
The traffic moved a foot, two, and she pulled the car off onto the 
dead grass and put the car in park. She shut it off, and all the red 
lights vanished. Emily looked up. 

We’re going to walk from here, okay, babe? 
Emily pushed pause on the tablet. Is it cold out? 
A little. 
She reached back and got Emily’s coat, took the tablet, and hid 

it under the seat. She helped Emily into her coat, wiggling in the 
seat, and got out. It felt good to stand, and the air was cool and full 
of the smell of dry grass, leaves. She opened Emily’s door and took 
her hand, and they walked down the shoulder. People watched. She 
thought they might point, but there was no reason to. They were 
just a mother and daughter. 

The grass crackled under their feet. Going uphill was slow, and 
starting on the second one, Janine bent down and had Emily climb 
onto her shoulders. They neared the gas station, full of people, and 
she turned back long enough to see the row of cars some mile or 
two long. She expected localized fog, the exhaust from the cars and 
the breaths of the drivers. They followed the road right. She’d 
forgotten the food. Her cell phone again: ‘I knew it. Listen,’ and a 
break before: ‘Em’s got a phone. Mom insisted. It’s got a tracking 
app.’ 

Janine cussed to herself. 
Ten minutes down the road, it began to rain, lightly, but heav-

ier than the mist she had expected to precede the snow. Emily 
looked back at Janine and grinned, ran ahead and returned to just in 
front of her on the side of the road. The park was a half-mile away, 
and the flow of traffic thickened coming back from it, people 
turning around to park along the shoulder, getting out to walk. 
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There were intermittent packs of cars off the road where one driver 
had gone far enough and his neighbors schooled to follow, more 
cars now beside them on the road, waiting to get into the park. 
Every so often, someone honked, near and far, somewhere through 
the trees, up a switchback. She thought of that word, its etymology 
so literal. Oxbow was better; there was metaphor, there. Brandon: 
‘I’m on my way. I told them to stay behind and play command 
center, but they did tell the cops about the app.’ Janine beat back: 
‘There are a million daughters here.’ 

Finally ahead, the grade easing, Janine saw the sign for the 
state park. Turning onto the entrance road, they found it steepening 
immediately, taking the hill at a hard ascent before sweeping to the 
left, brakelights glowing through the trees showing the way. She 
looked at Emily, stalwart, not a peep, going on. How far could 
Janine walk as a child? Disney World, the length of all the walks 
between rides? How far had school been? 

The road was turning glossy from the rain. Between their 
footsteps, they could hear the gathered drops of water from tree 
branches pelting the dead leaves below, the constant simmer 
between that. Squeak of windshield wipers. Janine leaned and 
picked Emily up again, threw her to a seat on her crossed forearm, 
smiling. 

I think you’re due for a rest, right? 
Emily shrugged a shoulder and put her arm around Janine’s 

neck. Okay. 
Janine carried her on, picking up speed. At the turn of the first 

switchback, she could see the next above them, cars still lined, 
unmoving. Children in the back seats, parents in the front. College 
students, high schoolers. Her legs burned. A car came down the 
other side of the road, then another. They rounded to the second 
switchback and an SUV descended, the driver glowering. Janine 
watched them go. Just ahead was a plaque commemorating some 
mining incident. Past it, a small hole, plugged with metal bars, 
fenced off. She carried Emily on. Rain had begun to seep down her 
neck, coat pulled to the side as it was. They crested the second 
switchback, and the hill leveled off for a space. There was the full 
parking lot, cars circling. She let Emily down, and they started 
walking toward the visitor’s center. 

We’re almost there. Just through that building, and then we’ll 
park our buns and wait for it to snow. 

But it’s still raining. 
It’ll turn over soon. Just wait. 
There were families walking in and out, people carrying heavy 

coats and sleeping bags, tents bound up in bags. They skirted 
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around a cluster of stopped vehicles and made the sidewalk for the 
visitor center. A man in his mid-forties with a heavy camera around 
his neck was leaving as they got to the door, and he shook his head. 

Don’t bother. 
Janine opened her mouth, but he went on. She pushed the door 

wide, and Emily went below her arm. There was a circuit of poles 
and green belt barriers meant to form a maze of a line, but it was 
empty, and a young man was dragging a sign across the polished 
stone floor, families ahead of him with arms crossed, hands on hips. 
A woman at the ticket counter was shaking her head to a family 
that pressed past him. The hall was too crowded for Janine to see 
the sign as the young man set it upright, but there was a ripple 
through the visitors, a momentary parting. The sign read: At 
capacity, park temporarily closed. 

Oop, Emily said. We’re in the wrong line. 
Janine spun them back out the doors. In the minute they’d been 

inside, it seemed to have gotten cooler, and there was a little thrill 
down her back that they might really see snow, that she’d accom-
plished something. She was looking at the clouds when she noticed 
the police car, and an officer parked it at the curb and got out. No-
Eyes sunglasses, though the light was dim. She gripped Emily’s 
hand, and he walked on by. Janine was rooted. She looked at 
Emily, smiled, and waited for the sound of the doors before they 
moved on. She started them toward the parking lot, glancing back 
over her shoulder, and then they went between two cars, Janine 
pulling Emily behind her, and they hopped the median to get onto 
the path up the hill. At the top of a switchback, there was a park 
officer standing by an orange sawhorse, and a line of families on 
foot waiting to get by him. She stopped for a moment, reining 
Emily back. Burgundy jacket, fine. Emily’s light turquoise, not fine. 

We’re gonna run up through these woods, okay? 
Aren’t we going to wait in line? Emily raised an eyebrow. We’ll 

get in trouble. 
It’ll be worth it. Try to keep up. 
Janine took her hand and pulled her along, across the road and 

into the ditch, then up the hillside. They scrambled along in the 
grass, grabbed thin trees, roots. Emily was on all fours almost 
immediately and navigating like a spider, gaining every time Janine 
tripped, had to shift weight. She stopped long enough to glance 
down at the road below, the people still in line, the park officer still 
behind the barrier. Above them was the path, recurved, and they 
crossed it and kept on in the brush, diving between two families, 
children exclaiming. Janine was breathless, desk-job-lunged. A rag 
of moss came unbound from a rock below Emily and she slid, and 
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Janine was there, hooking her arm below her and heaving her back 
up. They could hear people above them, cars, music. Janine 
straightened, stretched, checked her hands, red and cold, and 
Emily’s looked cold. As she thought it, Emily brought her hands to 
her mouth and blew, smiled at the vapor. 

I can see my breath, Mommy! 
Janine grinned, exhaled a stream. That’s a good sign. I bet the 

rain will turn real soon. 
She put her own hands on Emily’s cheeks, held them there, and 

they continued upward until the hill leveled out for a time, broad-
ened and peaked itself by a smaller hill. The park visitors were 
strewn about on blankets, tarps strung between trees over their 
heads. Thermoses of hot chocolate—she could smell it. She looked 
at Emily and pointed for a clear spot below a tree, and set her jacket 
down for them both to sit on. 

You’ll catch cold, Emily said. 
Cold doesn’t give you a cold. Don’t believe everything your 

grandma says. 
Grandpa. 
Not him, either. 
People were emerging from the slope behind them. Couples, 

young men and women, a few children. A man sat down a dozen 
yards from them and slipped a large bag from his back and, from it, 
removed a cooler. Beers emerged, were passed around to approach-
ing friends. Tarps laid out. 

Did you used to come up here for the snow? Emily said. 
No. She smiled. When I was a little girl, we didn’t have to 

travel anywhere to see it. It fell all over. 
But now it’s too warm. 
That’s right. 
Daddy says it’s because people didn’t pay attention to scientists 

like you. 
I’m not a scientist. 
Daddy says you are. 
Janine smiled. Well, that’s nice of him. She looked away, up. 

The rain was cooler, maybe. Would it lighten, turn over to snow? 
Or mix first? She knew little about rain or snow. She hadn’t had to 
think about it. 

Down the treeline, the partiers were getting loud. Emily was 
watching them. Janine’s phone buzzed. It was an AMBER Alert. 
Her blood chilled, ears rang. The alert described Emily, Janine, the 
car. Janine saw people reach into pockets, purses, all at once. 
Compared phones, glanced around. She stayed still, leaned Emily’s 
head to her and kissed her hair. The sky was getting dim, the rain 
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thinning, perhaps. Janine stood, locked her fingers and pretended to 
stretch. Coming through the trees was a gray-uniformed policeman. 
She watched him approach through her motions, arms out, back. 
He was holding a duty phone ahead of him, glancing up from the 
screen to the people and trees, spinning. Janine quit stretching and 
walked up to him, and he put the phone away. 

Excuse me, officer? I hate to spoil their fun, but those kids 
down the way are getting a bit too loud. I’ve got my young daughter 
here, you see. 

He looked their way. Looks like they’re drinking, too. I’ll speak 
to them. 

Thank you. 
She smiled, watching him go across the leaves and grass for the 

college students, now trying to pack away their beers. He stood over 
them. Janine turned to Emily. 

Let’s see if we can go a little higher, huh? 
She reached out her hand and pulled Emily to her feet, tugging 

Emily’s coat down, then slipping her hand in the pockets and 
dropping her daughter’s phone to the ground. She covered the 
action with her own coat, whipping it out. It was almost wet 
through, chilly when she slipped it on. They started the way the 
officer had come. 

There wasn’t much of a slope left, but they exited the trees for a 
clearing where the last of the cars were parked, set off the path. The 
rain had turned to a heavy mist. Beyond the cars, they climbed a 
short grade. Fewer people were there, walking with them. A storm 
or fire had thinned out the trees, and the ground was covered in 
grass. Through the bare treetops below, Janine could see far west, 
the hills and other hills slope-on-slope until they faded back into a 
hazy sea. She had seen the ocean just once, miraculous flatness. She 
had wondered how there were no curve to it, none to be seen. The 
hills seemed truer for that. 

Still looking west, she saw that the haze grew stronger, moved, 
and that it was snow. Emily was digging through the grass, and 
Janine touched her shoulder, and she looked up and saw Janine 
pointing. They could see it coming, feel the cold before it, and then 
the heavy flakes were nearly upon them, a wall so thick it seemed 
unaccountable. Emily was skipping ahead and spinning as the 
flakes reached them, and Janine was wondering how they were not 
missed, how the sky didn’t fall to pieces, blue showing through, or 
black. Janine joined Emily and took her hands, sirens down below 
them. 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MY WAKEUP 
 
 

HE UNIT GETS SHIPPED from the base in Kuwait to 
Rhein-Main, from there to someplace in Ireland, where 
we’re laid over long enough that we all get trashed on beer 

thicker than mud. I spend the flight from Ireland to Charlotte with 
my legs across the aisle onto the next row of seats. The flight 
attendant doesn’t complain. I’m one of the few who doesn’t kiss the 
ground when we land. Another connector to Fayetteville. Buses to 
Fort Bragg. 

On base, there’s the usual red tape. You don’t get to keep all 
your souvenirs. My rifle, ‘my rifle,’ will go to someone else. The 
body armor from the parents, the sidearm from the uncle: those, I 
keep. I cash in my leave. 

It takes almost a week for all the ETS paperwork to clear. I go 
with the boys to Myrtle Beach, and we rent a room. Parra buys a 
case of Natty and spends the weekend in the chair drinking. We go 
out, get wasted, come back. Parra’s still in the chair. Someone calls 
up an escort service, and three women file into the room an hour 
later. Another hour, and they’re gone. We’re laughing, and we 
barely know what about. 

On base, I say goodbye to everyone. LT gives me his address, 
tells me to write him a letter. I drive to Ohio. Seeing the sign after 
the bridge makes me tear up a little. As glad as I am to be home, 
I’m as glad to be out of the mountains of West Virginia. The haircut 
and the bags got me out of a speeding ticket, but you just look dumb 

T 
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asking a schoolkid for directions. The maps don’t make sense any-
more. 

At home, I sleep for a day. My old room, my bed. I think about 
the girl who broke up with me before I left. I think about sex in this 
bed. I think about calling her up to tell her I’m alive, but I didn’t get 
any medals. A chin-check to a steering wheel and a case of TMJ 
don’t make for a purple heart. She’s probably already married. 

The party is at my dad’s house. He’s got the biggest backyard, a 
pool, a Koi pond. He fixes burgers and dogs. Kids run around, 
circling me, but don’t know what to say. A boy asks if I shot any-
one. I say no. My uncle takes me aside later on and sits me down 
and tells me if I ever need to talk, he’s just down the street. He says 
he’s done it for the other boys, and he’s been through it all himself. 
Dusk falls, and Dad lights the tiki torches and starts a bonfire, and 
we roast marshmallows. Right around when we break out the beer, 
an old, black Cadillac rolls up, and a guy I sort’ve know from 
school, Jones, walks to the fire. My uncle stands up and brings him 
into the fold, and Jones sits down on the lawn chair beside me. 

He says, Geier, right? 
We drink a couple beers and talk about high school, about him 

playing football. Eventually, he tells me he’s got another party to go 
to and invites me. I say goodbye to my family, and we drive off in 
his Caddy. We go out into the country, drive straight into a pasture 
with some friends of his, people a couple years older than I. Some-
one’s drug out the backseat of a van, and we sit on that. He tells me 
he was in Afghanistan, and I ask him how that was, if it were any 
different. 

He says, What do you think? 
I dunno. 
Gettin’ shot at is the same wherever you are. Different scenery. 

Same guns. He jacks a hand over his crotch. 
I laugh and drink and watch folks dance around the fire. We 

split up eventually, and one of the girls is talking to me by the bon-
fire. I go to take a piss at the edge of the light, and Jones is about ten 
feet away, doing the same. We look over at each other, and he nods 
out into the dark. 

How’s that make you feel? 
I look out across the field and hills. The corn, at about mid-calf. 

Trees past that, a long road and the lights of town. I don’t say any-
thing because I’m putting my junk away, but I nod. I don’t know 
that I feel anything, but how do you say that? We go our separate 
ways; I go back to the girl. When I get up to grab another beer, I see 
Jones doing coke off the hood of his car. He sees me and wipes the 
powder with the sleeve of his shirt. 
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HE DISAPPEARS through July and early August. I get my old car 
fixed and apply for jobs the next town over. Nothing bites. I look 
into maybe going back to school. My hair’s grown out some, and 
people stop treating me different. A couple of times, I go out to a 
friend’s house to party and end up upstairs with a girl. This time, 
someone sets off some firecrackers downstairs, and I jump off the 
bed and wind up puking bare-assed into the sink, the bathtub. I pass 
out on a pile of laundry in the corner, and I can hear someone 
outside the door. My hands are numb. And this is the height of my 
summer, because if I’m not nursing a hangover, I’m in bed for no 
reason at all, watching the History Channel on mute, music turned 
up. I wonder how I ever got anything done without someone on my 
ass. I wonder if maybe someone always was. 

Jones shows up one night. I hear his car ease up on the gravel. 
He knocks on my window, and I go to the door. He smokes out on 
the porch and ducks the moths flying around the light. 

I’m gettin’ the fuck outta here, bro. He puts his hands in his 
pockets, shifts them, takes them out. Rubs the back of his neck. The 
people here make me sick. His eyes are bloodshot, but the light is 
dim. All I can tell is that they’re darker than they should be, and 
there’s a strange shine to them. He can’t stop moving, and he’s 
muttering something about his cousin. 

Where are you gonna go? 
I dunno, man. Just, pick a road. See where it goes. He throws 

his cigarette out into the yard. You comin’ with me? 
Oh, fuck, Jonesy. When are you leavin’? 
Tonight. Now. 
You’re nuts. 
I am. I’m also high as balls, man. He leans in, and there’s a 

sneer, a bounce in him. 
I look down at the ground, and I wipe crust from my eyes. I 

can’t think of any reason not to go, so I write a note and pack the 
big army duffel bag, and we’re pointed west for hours and hours. I 
fall asleep at some point and wake up at a Texaco. The car is idling 
next to a pump. I see Jones come out of the store with his hands full 
of packs of donuts, and he throws them in the open window at me. 

You drive once the sun comes up, he says. When it does, he 
pulls onto the shoulder and climbs into the back. 

When do you want me to stop? 
When the sun goes down. He pulls a shirt from the floor and 

balls it up under his head. After we’re back on the road, he rises up. 
Head south. 
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I stop for gas three times. By the third, we’re in Texas and the 
sun is setting. Returning to the car, I see Jones sitting up in the 
back, eating a package of donuts. I close the flap over the gas cap 
and get in. 

Through the donuts: Where are we? 
Texas. 
He balls up the plastic in his hands. Okay. 
You want me to make a turn someplace? 
Just keep goin’. 
The interstate is straight for miles. The land reminds me of 

driving into Iraq. It doesn’t look like it, really, but it’s flat and dry 
and it’s not home. There’s enough heat in the air, and dust, that the 
green I know is there in the crags of the drying riverbeds and on the 
slopes of the broken canyons is yellow. My head does the rest. I’ve 
got the windows rolled down because the AC is broke, and at one 
point, I reach to put my rifle in the window. My finger was even 
checking the safety. I keep going. The sun is square in my eyes, but 
in the rearview, I see a flash of white: the moon. I make a noise, 
apparently, because Jones sits up. 

What? 
The moon back there. 
He cranes around and puts his arm over the seat, looking out 

the rear. Yeah. Eclipse tonight. You didn’t know? 
Huh uh. 
He tells me to pull into a strip club on the outskirts of Amarillo. 

He leans against the side of the car while tugging a fresh shirt over 
his head. Both of us need a shave, and for me, at least, it feels like 
I’m breaking a law, and I revel a little. 

We go in and have beers. Within minutes, a girl walks up to 
Jones and he gets led into the back. I take a seat at a table and 
watch the dancers. Girls come by for me, and I tell them I’m broke. 
Eventually, even with the music and the strobe lights, I nod off. 
When Jones sits down beside me, I raise my head. 

He says, You ready to go? 
I nod, stand slowly. We get in the car, and I take the backseat 

and pass out. 
He shakes my knee at 5:00 by the dash, and tells me to get up. 

We’re parked at a rest stop. Jones has gotten out, and I climb into 
the passenger seat and then slide out. We sit on the trunk of the car 
and watch the side of the moon turn from white to brown, and 
watch that line move on until it’s almost completely dark, this rusty 
lump in the sky. 

Jones turns to me. All right. I just wanted you to see that. Who 
knows when you’ll see one again. 
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I call my mom from a payphone in Tucson. I don’t give her 
time to talk much. I tell her I’m fine; I’ve got plenty of money. 
Jones says he knows people here, but he doesn’t call anyone. We go 
to a bar downtown and, like before, he manages to win people over. 
People gravitate to him. We end up getting offered a place to stay, 
thanks to a couple of stoners he meets on a street corner. A week 
goes by in a stupor, drunk and high and doing drugs I’ve never even 
seen. I follow Jones around like a dog, afraid if he wanders out 
someplace with the stoners, I might not find him again. Night after 
night, he’s like this, until they run out of drugs, and on the night I 
happen to be drunk out of my skull, Jones decides it’s time to go 
and he throws me in the back of the Cadillac and we head for 
Vegas, he says. 

We’re doing ninety with my head hanging out of the passenger 
window, and I’m vomiting in a mist down the side of the car. Day-
light is coming, and from behind a sign or a hill or one of a dozen 
abandoned houses, a cop car appears and hits its lights. Jones just 
floors it to a hundred and twenty, and I guess we pass the state line 
because nobody’s chasing us. I lean back inside the car, and my 
head rolls around to look at Jones, and his eyes look wired open 
and he’s grinning from ear to ear. 

When I wake up, I see we’re parked in the middle of a dirt road 
and it’s nothing but desert. A couple ratty-looking trees and a tum-
bleweed sort of thing. Way off in the distance, there’re mountains. 
Jones is in the back, but when I climb over to the driver’s side, he 
sits up. 

Mornin’. 
Mhm. I’m as dry as the sand. My eyes hurt from the sun; my 

head pounds. 
He gets in the passenger seat. I manage to look at him funny. 

This is the first time I’ve seen him sober in the day. He points me 
back to the highway. 

Jones lasts a night in Las Vegas before the lights burn his eyes 
out, so he says, and we head east. We sleep out in the desert one 
night and it gets cold, and neither of us will admit it, but if you 
imagine a tent and some wind, it feels like you’re back. We’re on a 
country road, but at some point in the night a truck drives by and all 
I see are headlights and an empty horizon and I feel spiders finger-
ing up my back. When the moon is about to set, I hear Jones 
kicking around in the car. We hit a bar the next day, and he sets 
records even for himself, putting away a bottle of tequila and 
running out the door before I can stop him. When he returns, his 
boots are plastered with sand and vomit. His back is dusty. 

We head further east, and there’s grass and trees, a few real 
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ones, real pine, not just the scrub trees. Jones starts sleeping in the 
back during the day again. Two more bars go the same. He downs a 
bottle and runs off. The last time, I catch him, and we sit on a stair-
case in a park and I listen to him cry. 

He says, I don’t want to do it anymore. 
I tell him he doesn’t have to. 
He says, I just want to go home. 
I say we can. 
He shakes his head. He looks up at me with his face all red and 

wet, and he says, It’s the green. I can’t stand it. 
I tell him I know, because I believe I do. Green was a color like 

heaven is a place, I used to think when I was over there. Real green, 
the grass and broad maple leaves at the height of summer. After all 
that dust and brown, you must be dead to see heaven, so how are 
you still walking around? 

An hour later, I help him to the car and we sleep in a Walmart 
parking lot. I wake up to him opening the door with McMuffins in 
his free hand. Between bites, I tell him what happened because I 
imagine he doesn’t remember. 

You started talking about green. 
He drinks from a tiny carton of milk. He puts the carton down 

on the dash and looks at me. Plants. I can’t look at plants. 
I chew slowly and sort of nod, but I don’t know how to re-

spond, and he reads my hesitation. 
On the flight back, when we first landed, I looked out the 

window at the trees, and it made my eyes hurt. By the time I got 
home, it was givin’ me migraines. I guess my eyes can’t handle it 
anymore. That’s why you drive days. 

I stare at him, watching him eat. We’ve been through the same 
things, yet somehow it feels like he’s the one who’s done every-
thing, lost it. I’ve just been a passenger. He finishes eating and looks 
at me, points at the bags. 

That’s the last of my money. That’n the blow I’ve got in the 
back. 

I stammer. 
So, unless you plan on footin’ my bill, probably oughta point 

this boat eastward. He grins and pats me on the shoulder. It’s been 
fun. 
 
 

 
TWO MONTHS after we get back, Jones chases his folks out of 
their house and shouts from the window that they’re coming for 
him. They say they heard a couple three or four shots, one that 
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makes it into the neighbor’s house, one more, and nothing else. The 
police get there and make noise, yell from a bullhorn, break down 
the door. Inside, he’d thrown over a sofa and a table for cover, and 
you can see where he leveled the gun on the table and shot into the 
wall. Then he put the gun under his chin, and the cop describes in 
detail to me because he thinks I want to know; he says how the 
bullet plowed through just behind his face and popped out the top. 
How the blood actually hit the ceiling, how his head looked almost 
all right, but a little off, like a split cantaloupe that you put back 
together. He says all this because he’s a young cop, and I was a 
soldier, and this is how we deal when we see something. Because if 
you stop and say, this was a kid once, and his family’s out there in 
the street, and there are his graduation pictures on the wall ... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COME TO FALL 
 
 

HARLENE WAS ON THE FRONT PORCH smoking, 
sitting on the davenport with the door wide open when the 
phone rang. She’d expected the call all morning, either 
from the hospital or from Lewis, and hadn’t moved but to 

freshen her coffee. She extinguished the cigarette in the ashtray 
beside her and stood to answer the phone. 

Mom, it’s Lewis. 
Yeah, she said. 
He died just a bit ago. 
I figured. She nodded to herself, reaching for a tissue from a 

box on the nearby table. Was he in a lot of pain? 
Not at the end. He’d been out except for the first couple hours 

we were here. We, uh, we talked to him for a bit, and then he 
slipped into a coma. 

Charlene could hear the phone change shoulders. She had the 
tissue in her hand, ready to dab at her eyes. 

They called us at the hotel to say he’d passed. We weren’t 
there. 

I’ve got a bag packed. Chuck Strouder helped me with the car. 
She glanced toward it, leaned to see it parked in front of the house. I 
can be there early tomorrow. 

No, Lewis said. Seth took care of everything already. He got it 
all arranged. 

How? I’m next of kin. 

C 
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You know Seth. He managed it. 
Uh huh. She switched hands and turned to look at the pictures 

on the wall. Lewis and Seth together at the park when they were 
young, both of them separate, and a picture of Seth and his wife and 
daughter on vacation. I imagine you’re staying for the funeral? 

As far as I know. 
Well. I’m sorry, honey. Call me again soon. 
They hung up, and Charlene dropped the unused tissue into a 

wastebasket. She went into her bedroom to get the suitcase, and she 
set it by the door. She dug through the drawers of the old desk in 
the hall to find a map. There on the wall was the place their picture 
would have hung, did hang. 
 
 

 
ROGER CAME IN, preceded by the coat of smoke and liquor that 
blew in with him. He carried a box under each arm and set them 
down on the table. They were 45 players. Charlene was screwing 
the faceplate back onto a lightswitch, and she let the screwdriver 
down. 

Where’d you get those? 
Latest wreck Dorsey pulled in. Whole backseat was full of ’em. 

What’re you doing there? 
I swear this lightswitch keeps biting me. 
Roger stood at the back door. The boys were outside, chasing 

the dog around the yard. He opened it and hollered for them to 
come in. 

Don’t you think you could wash first? You reek to high heaven. 
They’re boys. They don’t care. 
They might could track you down once they get your scent. 

Find you lying in the gutter some night. 
He turned to her. I’m about to lose my good mood. 
Seth and Lewis stood before the back door, wiping their shoes 

on the mat. 
Roger opened the door and swung an arm to the kitchen table. 

Don’t say your old man never got you nothing. 
Lewis rushed over, turning the record player around in his 

hands. 
Seth stood by. But we don’t have any records. 
Charlene shut her eyes, facing away. She didn’t have to see 

Roger straightening, hands going for his waist. You boys be grateful 
you got the record players. You can work and buy you some 
records. 

I never saw children so ungrateful. Roger pointed to Seth, 
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finger in his face. Having a record player is a long start toward 
having music to listen to. A moment ago, you would’a been fine 
walking in here and having nothing. I get you a present, and you 
cop an attitude? 

Seth’s head hung down. I was just saying. 
Lewis set his record player down. I’ll help you buy one. 
No. Roger reached out and took Seth’s player in one hand, 

palming it. He opened the back door with the other and kicked the 
screen door wide and heaved the box far out into the yard, where it 
bounced, rolled, came apart. He tottered with the force of the 
motion and nearly spilled himself onto the concrete patio. He 
turned back to the room. Now, it’s no problem at all. 
 
 

 
BY 8:00, she was driving into the sun on I-70 and keeping the 
station wagon so close to the rumble strips that her hands itched 
from the vibration. Her purse and a fifteen-year-old atlas were on 
the passenger side of the bench, and she had to reach over to keep 
them from sliding off the slick pleather seatcovers. The impossible 
folded contraption of a map stuck under her thigh, she’d bought at a 
gas station. A piece of paper on the dash with directions to the hos-
pital from the highway, her suitcase in the trunk. She’d packed all 
that would fit, not knowing how long it would be. 

The gas gauge showed a quarter full on the eastern edge of 
Terre Haute, and she exited the highway. Her leg was painfully 
stiff, knee full of marbles. She got gas and drove on after nightfall 
until her head bobbed and her eyes wouldn’t focus, and she pulled 
off for the nearest motel. She got a room and brought her suitcase in 
and locked the door. She turned off the air conditioning and closed 
the curtains on the vacancy sign, right above the room, the red 
flashing a warning. 

It was a little after 4:00 when she woke and started the coffee 
brewing in the single-serving pot. She hung her clothes in the 
bathroom and showered and let the steam pull the wrinkles from 
the blouse, the dark slacks. She dried her hair thinking of the time 
when she had green eyes. Affected by weather, by surroundings. 
Now they were gray, brown, the color of forgetting. The coffee was 
finished, and she doubled the paper Dixie cups and drank the coffee 
sitting at the table and smoking a cigarette. She took the letter out 
from her purse and set it flat. Yellow notebook paper, a woman’s 
handwriting in blue ink, unsmooth. He was sick, close to dying, 
wanted to see their sons. Her eyes lingered over her name at the 
top, in wonder at the scene in which he would speak it, the attitude. 
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The cigarette down to the filter, she ground it out and put on the TV 
while she packed. Past the curtain, the world was in monochrome 
diorama, black foreground and midnight blue, then a hint of a par-
ticular red. Wild Irish Rose. 

She left the room, checked out. She cracked the window in the 
car and lit another cigarette and drove up the ramp to the interstate, 
easing in between semi trucks. She stayed behind one, near it, and 
let it lead. She imagined him speaking her name again, the letter. 
Out the window, the Arch. Machines beeping. Lewis holding his 
father’s hand. Seth was there, but a blank space. A shadow. She 
decided he would have done nothing, not said a word. Just 
watched. 
 
 

 
THE DAY THEY WERE LET OUT for summer, their father 
broke his leg at the railyard. Lewis got out an hour earlier, sat on 
the steps with his head in his hands until Seth got home. 

What’s the matter? 
We can’t go to camp. Dad broke his leg, said Lewis. He wiped 

his face on his arm. 
Why not? 
Mom says we need to help around the house. 
Seth sat down beside him. He picked at the crumbling concrete 

beneath him and flicked the pieces into the street. That’s stupid. 
We have to. 
But we paid already. He started throwing the bits of concrete at 

a car down the street. When he was out of pieces, he kicked his heel 
at the side of the step and broke off a section. 

Lewis took it from him before he could throw it anywhere and 
smashed it against the handrail beside them. We have to mow the 
lawn and stuff. 

Seth reached for a handful of grass and ripped it up. 
We’ll go next year. 
Bullshit. 
Lewis looked at him. 
This is bullshit. 
Stop it. Mom’ll ground you. 
What does it matter? Seth stood and went inside. 
Their father was stretched out on the couch, his whole leg in a 

cast. He was asleep. Seth tromped up the stairs and swung his 
backpack from his shoulder, letting the single book left thud on 
every step. 

Seth! Walk up those steps like you got some damn sense! 
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Charlene glared from behind him, pointing a finger and straighten-
ing her arm for him to go on. 

He lifted the backpack and went into the bedroom, slinging the 
bag under his bed, and he lay down and stared at the ceiling. Lewis 
was coming up the stairs and their mother following. Seth closed his 
eyes as Lewis went by, and Charlene stood in the doorway. The 
smell of lemon polish floated from her. It took a moment for her to 
speak. 

I know you’re disappointed. He feels real bad. 
Seth snorted. 
If I could let you go, I would. But I have to work extra until 

your dad gets better, and there’s a lot that has to be done. 
We paid for it, Seth said. It’s not fair. 
She was quiet. That’s life. Ain’t the last time that will happen to 

you. 
We did all the work. Seth looked at her. 
She shifted her feet and put her fists on her hips. With whose 

shovel? And whose rake and whose lawnmower? Did you buy them 
yourselves? Pay for the gas? Did you eat your own food and sleep 
under your own roof on your off time? A little work don’t make you 
your own man, Seth Mason. 

He tossed his head back against the pillow. He turned to look at 
Lewis, but he’d had his head in his hands as before. 

You better get over yourself real soon. Life don’t get easier. She 
started to say more, but they all heard the cast on the floor and the 
movement in the living room, and she turned and went down. 

Both of them were quiet, could hear the other breathing. It was 
hot in the room and getting hotter. Lewis opened the drawer in his 
bedstand and Seth saw him take out two quarters. 

Come on. Let’s see if we can get some ice cream. Mom might 
let us if we hurry. 

Seth got up, and they went downstairs. He walked to the front 
door and waited while Lewis asked if they could go. He could see 
the cast set across the chairs at the kitchen table. 
 
 

 
SHE REACHED THE EDGE of East St. Louis early, drove over 
the Mississippi, and followed I-70 as it rounded north, and she saw 
signs for the hospital. She got off at the exit and turned left, 
checking and rechecking the street name at a red light. From the 
state line on, the signs had come quick and puzzling, and she 
thought she’d taken a wrong turn when the highway split off. Now, 
the taller buildings had fallen behind her, and with them, the Arch. 
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Her hands were cold and shaking as the hospital came into view. It 
was smaller than she’d imagined, and there was no view of any-
thing. She pulled into a space and unbuckled her seatbelt and 
smoked another cigarette. She put the butt into the ashtray and 
looked at herself in the mirror, pressing her hair with the flat of her 
palms and putting on a light lipstick. Hot, damp air fell over her 
when she opened the door, and she could feel it kinking her hair. 
She stretched, reached for her purse, and slung it over her shoulder. 
There was a desk just inside the hospital doors and an attendant sat 
behind it, keying through a computer. 

Roger M. Toops, Charlene said. 
The attendant looked up, typed in the name, and frowned. Are 

you relation? I think I’d better have you speak with his doctor. 
I know he’s passed on, dear. 
She seemed relieved. Okay. What can I do for you, then? 
I’m looking for his sons. My sons. Would you know where they 

are? 
No, I’m sorry. If you’re relation, they may be able to tell you 

something on his floor. Just go to the elevator there, up a floor. 
There’s a nurse station right by his room, number 212. 

Charlene thanked her and rode the elevator up. She followed 
the numbers on the wall down the corridor and stopped beside the 
room, held back from the door. She asked the nurse at the desk for 
his doctor, and the nurse went through a cabinet for a file, then 
pulled one and set it on the counter for Charlene to see. 

I have to go on rounds. That’s the name of the doctor; that’s the 
funeral home that took him. The nurse stood, leaving the file on the 
counter. 

The sheet was copied over several times, faint, and Charlene 
held it close to her face. She read through it. Time of death. She saw 
alcohol, liver, words she didn’t know. She closed the file and left for 
a bank of payphones at a wall kiosk on the first floor. A phonebook 
was tethered to the machine, and she found the funeral home and 
found a quarter and dialed the number, sat on the stool. A young 
man answered. 

McComber Funeral Home. 
She asked after Roger, and was put on hold. Soft music, awful, 

grainy violins. 
The man came back on the line. Mr. Toops has been donated a 

plot at a local cemetery. He is to be interred tomorrow. 
Have you spoken to his family? 
We’re in contact with his children. They made arrangements. 
I’m their mother. Can you tell me how to get a hold of them? I 

drove down here to help see to things. 
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I can’t give out their information, ma’am. It’s private. 
She rested her elbow on the small desk, rubbed her forehead. 

Do I need to prove it to you or something? 
I just can’t give it out. It’s against the law, I think. It’s policy. 
What kind of policy is that, exactly, that says you can’t tell me 

where my sons are after their father has died? 
We can’t give out that information. I don’t know you’re their 

mother. I don’t know that they want you to know. 
The words struck her, and she stood up. Would you like to 

know about their births? How I raised them? Would that prove it to 
you? I could tell you Lewis came out breach. You ever give birth 
breach? 

I’m sorry. I could take down your number if you like. They 
could call you back. 

Am I gonna have to go down there and smack you upside the 
head? I drove nine hours just to get to the hospital. Don’t think I 
won’t drive fifteen minutes to come and beat a little sense into you. 
Do you want that? What’ll you tell your wife when you get home: 
an old lady beat you up? 

Ma’am. 
What’s your name? I don’t want to lose my shoe up the wrong 

fool. 
He gave her the number to their hotel. She thanked him and 

hung up. 
 
 

 
THEY HAD BEEN SLEEPING overtop the sheets on their beds, 
the small boxfan set up on the desk in the corner of the room 
droning and ticking from the paper Seth had taped to the slats. The 
moon was bright through the window, and it was too hot to sleep. 
Charlene came in and grabbed them both by the wrists and pulled 
them down the stairs and out the back before their father crashed 
through the door to the other side of the house. She opened the 
latch on the wood gate, and they slipped out to the street. They ran 
in their underwear with their mother still dragging them along until 
they turned the corner. There were fireflies dancing, and the lights 
of the semis coming down the street were blurry. 

In the daylight, she kept them out of the kitchen to clean the 
splinters. They leaned in the room to see the door and the wood 
where the hinges were ripped free. Their father came out of the 
bedroom, and he went around them and out the back door. They 
saw the cellar hatch swing up, and a minute later, he came back 
with a prybar and measuring tape and set about ripping the 
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damaged doorframe from the wall. They sat on the couch listening 
to the wood groan and crack. A few hours later, they had supper: 
beans and ham and boxed mashed potatoes. No one said anything 
at the table. Their mother couldn’t hide her eye. 
 
 

 
SHE SHOOK A QUARTER out of hiding from her purse and 
dialed the number the funeral home gave her. 

Lewis answered. Mom? God, where have you been? 
I decided to drive down here. 
He stammered. Here? Why didn’t you just come with us? 
Oh, I don’t know. I thought it would be better. 
Are you at the hospital? Where are you? 
Yeah. I just about had to drive down and slap the fella at the 

funeral home. He wouldn’t give me your number. 
Oh, geez. Okay. We’re just a little ways from you. You want 

me or Seth to come pick you up? 
Just tell me where you are. I’ll find you. 
She wrote the directions down on a slip of paper and hung up. 

She drifted from the entrance back to the elevators, the second floor. 
She stopped beside 212 and waited there. Someone else was in the 
room now, but the door was open, and she looked in. There was a 
TV mounted up against the ceiling in the corner of the room and 
the window overlooked the parking lot. A toilet flushed from inside 
the room, and she ducked away. It looked nothing like what she’d 
imagined. Spun around, colored wrong. She forgot there were TVs 
in rooms now. Forgot blue was too bold a color for healing. 

The motel was a few minutes off the highway. She was hungry, 
and her leg and knee were sore. She climbed the stairs on the 
outside of the building and found their room and knocked. Lewis 
opened the door, and they hugged. He pulled a chair out for her 
from the table, and she came in and sat. It was a decent room, the 
carpet dark and clean looking, a painting over both queen beds. She 
shrugged her purse onto the floor beside her and groaned. 

Oh, I could use a nap. 
Be my guest, Lewis said. I’m sure the drive took it out of you. 
No. Lay down now, and I won’t get back up. 
He sat on the edge of the bed. I called you a bunch. I was 

worried. 
I’m sorry for that. I left not long after I heard from you. 
He waved the thought away and looked at the floor. 
Where’s your brother? 
Funeral home. Talking things over. 
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She stuck out her jaw. Ooh, that man. Seth standing right there 
and he wouldn’t tell me. 

Lewis glanced up and smiled. They were quiet, and Lewis put 
his hands on his knees. Do you want to hear what all happened? 

She looked at the table for an ashtray, knew it was a non-
smoking room. I suppose I’d better. 
 
 

 
HE’D BEEN HEALED for several weeks, spent time out of town 
on railroad jobs, gone for days at a stretch and coming back 
unshaven and haggard but smiling, and in the mornings, Seth and 
Lewis could tell when he was back because it got so quiet. One 
afternoon, Seth was the only one home, and he heard the front door 
open and stay open. Rustling. He came down the stairs as softly as 
he could, fists clenched. Laughter from his parents’ bedroom. There 
was a BB gun they kept in a corner of the living room for shooting 
grackles, and he leaned over, feet in place, and lifted it by the cool 
of the barrel. He snuck along the wall to keep the floorboards from 
creaking, and when he was by the door, he held the gun like a bat 
and fell back as his father came out of the room with a bag and 
jacket over his shoulder. He smelled of smoke and whiskey and 
another thing Seth didn’t know. There was a moment where they 
stared at each other, and then his father smiled and the wrinkles in 
his face deepened. A woman came out of the room in a thin tanktop 
that hung off one shoulder, and through it, he could see the outline 
of her nipples. 

This your boy? she said and pointed, but the swing of the gun 
off Seth’s shoulder cracked her finger and ended at his father’s 
cheek. 

Roger reeled across the wall and caught himself against it, half-
bent to the floor with blood falling from his mouth and a cut above 
his jaw. Seth raised the gun again and brought it down, but his 
father knocked the blow back and he pulled the gun from Seth’s 
hands and threw it to the side. 

The hell are you doin’, you little shit? The woman reached out 
and slapped him, and the fire in his father’s eyes turned from Seth 
to the woman, and Roger gripped her arm and hauled her to the 
front door. 

Seth just stared. They were both cursing, Roger tugging her 
along. Then, they were outside, and the door closed. It was a 
moment before Seth picked up the gun and followed them out. He 
took aim as they got in Roger’s truck, pinged shots at them, 
cranking the lever. He hit the woman as she ducked her head, broke 
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the side mirror. The doors slammed shut, and the truck tore off 
down the street. 
 

 

 
AFTER LUNCH IN INDIANA, Seth reached over and turned the 
radio down. What are you gonna say to him? 

Lewis glanced over, then through the windshield. I hadn’t 
thought about it. Why, you have something prepared? 

For about thirty years, now. 
Seth sped for most of the drive. Just over the state line a patrol-

man waiting in the median lit up and hove in behind them. Seth 
pulled over after a few hundred yards and rolled the windows down 
before putting his hands on the steering wheel. Lewis went for the 
glove compartment to get the registration. 

Hold it. Just keep your hands in your lap. I’ve got a conceal 
carry. 

You what? 
He shrugged. Just don’t move. 
Lewis stared at him. The patrolman walked up to the passenger 

side of the Suburban, and Lewis went back and forth, watching the 
officer and Seth. The first words out of Seth’s mouth were about the 
gun, and he moved slowly to show the paperwork. He told the 
patrolman where they were going, and the officer stepped back, 
thanked them for their forthrightness, and got back in his cruiser. 
Seth started the engine, and they drove off. 

You planning on shooting Dad? 
Seth raised an eyebrow. Why would I carry a gun legally if I 

wanted to do something illegal with it? He waited for an answer 
and none came. That’s about the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you 
say. 

I wouldn’t put it past you, is all. 
He slowed. His arm flexed, hand working over the wheel. 

That’s what you think of me. 
I don’t know what to think of you. Mom doesn’t, either. 

When’s the last time we saw you? I hear from your wife more than 
you. How should I know what to think of you? 

Seth smiled. I guess that suits me okay. 
 
 

 
THEIR FATHER WAS YELLOW, his skin papery and thin like it 
had been burned and was waiting to peel. He was hooked to oxygen 
through his nose, and there were tubes running all over him, his 
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arm, under the sheets. His hair was wispy and long, a stark white 
crown against the jaundice. He was inclined on the bed, yet his 
chest seemed lower than his stomach. They stood at the foot of the 
bed, and only Lewis moved when he opened his eyes and they were 
as yellow as dandelions. 

Hi, boys. 
They said nothing, and the moment grew and spread until 

Lewis thought it might crack between them. Hey, Dad. 
Roger smiled closed-mouthed, and the smile faded when he 

looked at Seth. He breathed shallowly, heavily. How was the drive? 
Lewis shifted on his feet. He looked at Seth. It was fine. Got 

pulled over for speeding. He smiled, and Seth shot a glare. 
Which one of you was driving? 
Lewis looked at Seth again. I was. 
Roger smiled softly, chin sinking into the sallow wattle at his 

throat. I appreciate the haste. 
They hushed again, and Roger kept the smile on his face. He 

breathed in. He was looking them over. His expression changed and 
became pinched, and his head turned slightly to the side. Would 
you like me to say I’m sorry? That seems like the place to start, but I 
figure it might just be offensive. 

Neither of them spoke. Lewis looked away. 
I am. I am sorry. 
Lewis saw the end of the words, saw his chest sink under the 

hospital sheets, and it seemed too long before it rose again. He won-
dered if his father were sick enough to die that quickly. It’s okay, he 
said. 

No, it’s not. He looked at Lewis, and Lewis withered, saw he 
was being judged, weighed. A familiar look. It’s not right for a 
father to leave his kids, and that’s what I did. And I’m sorry for it. 

You think that’s what it’ll take? Seth said. His voice was low 
and wet, but there was no emotion in it. 

No. Roger shook his head. This isn’t about forgiveness. I don’t 
deserve any, and I’m not asking for it. But you deserve to hear me 
say I’m sorry. I didn’t want to be too late to say that to you, and for 
you to say what you needed to me. I know what that’s like. 

It wasn’t worth the drive, Seth said. 
That’s fine. He breathed. I know it’s selfish, too. His chest sank, 

and then he became stiff and his hands drew up toward his chest 
and relaxed as quickly. 

Lewis stepped forward. Are you okay? 
Can’t say I am. But I’m in the right place for that. 
Can we do anything for you? 
You could let me talk to Seth for a minute. 
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Just Seth, you mean? 
For a minute. 
Lewis lingered in his steps, then leaned and moved, stepping by 

Seth and out the door. He was in the hall for about ten minutes 
when Seth came out, found him, and sat next to him. 

He said to wait a bit, and we can come back in. 
Lewis nodded. Did you chew him out like you planned? 
No. 
No? He stared at Seth, and he looked calm. 
Not like I planned. He started getting spacey. Seth reclined, 

stretched an arm across the chairbacks. I didn’t say much. 
Was he rambling or something? Should we call a nurse? 
I think he’s just tired. You can get someone if you want. 
Lewis didn’t move. Seth eventually stood, left. He returned 

with a sack of food and passed a couple burgers down to Lewis and 
they ate, people walking by. Nurses, patients, doctors. A nurse went 
into their father’s room and came back out, waving a doctor over. 
The nurse approached them, and Lewis felt something cool and 
electric shoot through his ribs. She put her hands flat on her legs 
before speaking. 

You’re Roger Toops’ sons, yes? 
Lewis nodded. Seth was still eating. 
He’s slipped into a coma. 
Lewis stood up. When? 
It’s hard to say. Recently. 
He turned to Seth, looked back at the nurse. Will he come out 

of it? 
Possibly. But this is how his condition progresses. I’m sorry. 
He stepped back, and his eyes rolled along the ceiling. He 

turned, and Seth put a hand on his shoulder. He hadn’t seen him 
stand. Lewis dropped into the closest chair and vaguely felt the 
wrappers under him. 

Thank you, Lewis said. 
Hours end soon. You can see him before they’re over, and then 

he’ll be moved. 
He thanked her again, and she left. He stood and brushed at his 

pants. Seth gathered their trash and threw it away, and he looked at 
Lewis. 

You know what they tell people. He can still hear you. 
Yeah. But what do I say? 
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LEWIS SIGHED and clapped his hands on his knees. That’s what 
happened, really. We left after I sat with him a while, and it wasn’t 
more than an hour after we checked in here that they called. 

I’m sorry, babe. 
It’s okay. 
Charlene stood. I’m going to go have a smoke. 
Mom. 
You hush. She took up her purse and went outside to stand on 

the walkway. She pulled out the pack of Virginia Slims and leaned 
heavily against the railing, smoking and watching the cars pass 
below. It was hot in the shade, but there was a light breeze that 
rustled through the few thick trees lining the parking lot and the 
empty pool below. She thought of nothing, drawing on the 
cigarette, watching the road for Seth. Then she was years ago, 
waiting for Roger at the edge of town, sitting under a tree with the 
bike she’d bought herself. Summers of babysitting and one of life-
guarding at the Ohito pool, the few years it stayed open. She 
remembered watching him from the stands, going to the diving 
board and doing flips into the water. They would smoke together 
behind the locker room and kiss, and he smelled like chlorine, 
upper lip prickly with a thin mustache. She slapped his hand away 
every time. She tried to think of when he’d left, and before, the 
times he was drunk and she hauled him from the front steps, from 
the yard, from the bar parking lot. She knew they had happened, 
but there was no memory, no life to it. 

She was thinking of him dead and in a box when Seth pulled 
into the lot and parked. He stepped out of the Suburban and turned, 
and she saw him see her but he didn’t wave or nod, only shut the 
door and started across the lot. She ground her cigarette out on the 
railing and let the butt fall and she waited for him to come up the 
stairs. 

Hi, Seth. 
He stood by her and unlocked the door before Lewis could get 

to it. Hey. He pushed it wide for her, and she went in. After the 
door shut behind them, she hugged him, and he let his arms rest on 
her back briefly before he stepped away. 

How’re you holding up? she said. 
Fine. You? 
She set her purse back by the nightstand. Hangin’ in there. She 

put her hand on the table and eased herself into the chair. 
So, what’s going on? Lewis was still on the edge of the bed, 

looking up at Seth. 
Reserved a plot for him, all taken care of. 
When’s the funeral? 
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Seth looked at her. What funeral? 
Well, you got to have a funeral for him. 
Do we? 
She looked at Lewis, and he cast his head down. That’s shame-

ful, Seth. That is shameful. I know he wasn’t the best sort of father, 
but he was yours and you respect that. She breathed deep. I didn’t 
raise you to have that sort of meanness. 

You didn’t. He crossed his arms. It’s not meanness, or hate. It’s 
not anything. He doesn’t deserve any feeling. 

She shook her head. I don’t know how you can say that. 
I don’t know how you’re keeping a straight face, sitting there. 

This is like a joke. The man mails you a letter after however many 
years so his sons can pat him on the back and forgive him, after all 
he did, and you just go along with it. He lifted his chin. He got me 
down here, but that’s all he’s getting from me. 

That’s not how it was, Lewis said. That’s not what he wanted. 
Bullshit. He said it wasn’t. 
You ought to be ashamed, Charlene said. 
They’re putting him in the ground tomorrow morning. You 

two do what you want. Check out’s at 10:00. 
Where are you going? Lewis said. 
Bar. And he left. 

 
 

 
SHE HEARD THE VEGA pull up, rattling, heard the trunk slam. 
She got up from bed and stood in the hall to the living room and 
waited for Seth to come in. His hair hung wet over his eyes, the 
duffel bag full and bulky with football gear, helmet in his other 
hand. He barely looked at her and passed by for the stairs. Footsteps 
pounding up, bag hitting the floor overhead. Drawers opened and 
shut. He came back down with his hair slicked back, and he was 
dressed in a band T-shirt and bleached jeans. She moved to block 
the front door. 

Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing. 
He stopped, looked her in the eye. Don’t think I care. 
You’re not going. You can stay home tonight. It won’t kill you. 
You can’t stop me. 
She breathed in, crossed her arms. Seth. 
He started to laugh. Mom. He’d already been drinking. He 

leaned forward, and she didn’t flinch. He exhaled, frowned. Fine. 
He put his hands on her arms and bodily pulled her out of the 
doorway. Before she could get her feet back under her, he was on 
the porch. 
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She went after him. Seth, if you come back into this house 
drunk, I will call the police. 

He spun. It was dark out, the streetlight glinting in his eye, cast-
ing over half his face. Then I won’t come back. 
 
 

 
IT WAS MIDAFTERNOON when Lewis and Charlene got into 
the station wagon to find a place to eat. Lewis drove, pulling into 
the first lot they found, a flashy diner. 

Is this okay? 
Whatever you want. 
He got out and went to open the passenger door. He held out 

his hand, but Charlene got out on her own. A host showed them to 
a booth, and they sat behind a neon sign. They started with Cokes 
and looked through the menu. They ordered and waited, Lewis 
peeling the paper binding on his silverware. 

I’m sorry about Seth. 
Charlene looked at him. 
I didn’t know what to do. 
I wouldn’t, either. She paused. Where’s this funeral home? 
Back the way we came. A ways from the hotel. 
Let’s go see what we can do after we eat. It’s not right to just let 

them bury him. 
Lewis was quiet. He sniffed. A funeral costs money. 
I know. I’ve paid for a few. 
Do we have enough? Would we? 
That’s not the important thing. We’ll make do. 
He looked at the placemat. 
Lewis. She tried to fix him with a stare. Did he talk you into 

this? 
No. He turned to see out the window. He didn’t talk me into 

anything. I agreed. 
Her face went blank. 
It was several minutes before their food arrived, and they both 

picked, pretended. Lewis took the check and they went to the car. 
Take me to the funeral home, she said. 
Mom. 
You had better take me. I won’t make it in time on foot, but I’ll 

be damned if I don’t walk anyway. 
He took the keys from his pocket. He looked at them in his 

hand and then held them out to Charlene. Here, then. 
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SHE DROPPED LEWIS OFF at the hotel and asked the clerk at 
the front desk for directions. He handed them to her on a half-filled 
crossword. JAI and ERATO, words she’d seen before when she 
used to try the puzzles, filled in only at the end. BOGART, she 
would have gotten. She found the funeral home and sat in the car 
smoking until it got too hot, and she went in. It was like all the 
others she’d ever been in. Simple, flowery wallpaper and worn 
carpets. She waited, looking at all the tables in the corners, all the 
small dividers and windings that could hold pictures and stations 
for trinkets, uniforms, the trappings of a person. She thought briefly 
and coldly about what would fill the halls for Roger. Symbols of 
work and drink, if honest. But she would put pictures everywhere. 
Their wedding day, Lewis’ pre-school graduation. A man passed 
through a doorway and caught sight of her, and he came toward 
her. 

Can I help you? 
I’m here to talk about services for Roger Toops. 
The man nodded. He was wearing a suit and he looked good, 

like a TV host. He seemed too old to be the one she’d spoken with 
on the phone. There will be no services for Mr. Toops, per the 
family’s wishes. 

I was his wife. 
We were in contact with his son. The arrangements have 

already been made. Do you have a marriage certificate? 
Not with me. But we were only ever separated. I’m next of kin.  
The man shrugged slightly. If you like, I can get the owner on 

the phone. It’s my understanding that arrangements have been 
made, and the matter closed. 

She pursed her lips. The matter. She breathed in a hiss and 
breathed out and then the fight was gone from her. Back in the car, 
time seemed to shuttle forward before she started driving back to 
the hotel, the sky darker. The Suburban was in the parking lot, and 
she felt a quick pang. It was almost suppertime. It occurred to her 
they could order pizza, room service, and eat together. She went up 
the stairs and knocked on the door. Lewis answered and side-
stepped to let her in. The shower was running. 

What did they say? 
They wouldn’t hear me. 
He frowned. He shut the door and sat down on the bed. The 

TV was on, and he reached over to the bedside table for the remote 
and turned it off. There was a thud from the bathroom, and they 
both looked at the wall. 
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He’s drunk. 
That’s just great, she said. She looked around the room. Are 

you hungry? I thought we could order pizza or something. 
Lewis laughed. He’d probably like that. 
She reached for the triptych on the table, a list of restaurants 

and amenities. She found a pizza place and stood to use the phone. 
Lewis watched her, turned away. There was another thud from the 
bathroom. Charlene called the pizza place, ordered, and hung up. 
Lewis lay down on his bed, hands under his chin, and they waited, 
and the shower finally turned off. The bathroom door opened and 
Seth came out in a towel. He stopped and looked at Charlene, 
grunted, and pulled clothes from his suitcase by the sink. He went 
back into the bathroom and came out dressed ten minutes later. He 
had on the same white collared shirt and slacks from earlier. There 
was a spot of semi-transparence on his chest from water dripping 
onto the shirt. She watched him comb his hair back in the mirror, 
eyes dark but glowing from the harsh light. He caught her looking 
but said nothing, only put his comb down and rolled up his sleeves. 

You went to the funeral home, huh? 
Yeah. 
What’d they tell you? 
What do you think? 
He smirked. 
How can you be so cold about this? He was your father. I don’t 

even know how you can be this way. 
I do. It’s because you’re ignorant. It doesn’t surprise me you 

can’t fathom it. 
Seth, Lewis said. 
She needs to hear this. She’s been living in a damn dream world 

all her life, apparently. He turned from the mirror and pointed at 
her. He was a piece of shit, Charlene. He fucked us over for years 
before he left, and you never did a goddamn thing about it. You just 
took it, and we had to take it with you. 

She rocked back, stared down, vacant, somewhere between her 
sons. Lewis had turned to swing his legs over the bed, and he sat 
facing the window. 

You could have spared us. You could have never told us about 
the letter. We wouldn’t even be here, and he would’ve had done to 
him what he did to us. He glanced at Lewis and quieted. But you 
didn’t question it. I bet it didn’t even occur to you. You just saw his 
name and folded. 

I did what I thought was best. I never meant for anything to 
hurt you. Charlene sat, put her hands in her lap. 

Well, you failed. 
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There was a knock on the door. 
You taught me that much, at least, Seth said. I learned you can 

mean well and still be dead wrong. You can do nothing and still be 
wrong. He opened the door for the delivery boy and he flashed a 
smile back at Charlene and ducked through, away. 
 
 

 
CHARLENE AND LEWIS sat across from each other at the small 
table, the pizza box open between them. They had napkins for 
plates and drank water from the hotel cups. She was crying softly. 
Lewis picked at the corners of the pizza and looked through the 
half-canted blinds to see Seth talking on his cell phone just outside 
the room. The sun had set behind the hotel, and he was silhouetted 
against the slice of sky. Charlene thought of how the room would 
stink for the rest of the night from the garlic sauce. Lewis glanced at 
her and reached for another slice of pizza. She had taken a handker-
chief from her purse and was dabbing at her eyes, and then she 
breathed in. 

Do you feel the same? 
He chewed, cleared his throat. I guess I never thought of it the 

way he did. 
But you do now? 
Don’t make me talk about this. 
I need to know, she said. You ought to at least tell me how you 

feel about me. 
He shook his head. 
Lewis. 
No. He stood up and went around the table. He saw Seth 

coming in, and the door opened. He passed him by. 
Where are you going? 
To book another room, Lewis said. 
Seth stood over the table and scooped up a wedge of pizza, 

folding it. He sat down in Lewis’ chair and ate. You can take his 
bed, he said. 

She looked at him and nodded. 
He took a bite, chewed. I used to get so angry. Dad had to leave 

you. I mean, can you believe that? He left you. I used to stay up 
nights I got so angry. And then, when he asks you for forgiveness? 

You didn’t have to come. 
You didn’t have to hand us over. Seth closed the pizza box, 

fitting the lips together. That’s what you were doing. Whether you 
realized it or not. 

Charlene took the handkerchief from her purse again and held 
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it in her lap. She stared at the floor past her knees. Seth sat there 
with her as hard and sharp and as concentrated as he’d always 
been, as if he were born twice, poured with twice as much of 
whatever made a person as his brother, paler, thinner, lighter than 
he. He looked like he would tear her apart if only he took the 
interest. 

They’re burying him at 11:00. I haven’t decided whether we’ll 
stay for that or not. Whatever Lewis wants to do, probably. 

The door opened, and Lewis came in. He took a quick look at 
the two of them and went on to the bathroom. I just need my bag. 
He reached around the partition for the open closet and hung the 
bag on his shoulder. At the door, he paused. I’ll see you in the 
morning? 

Bright and early, Seth said. 
He glanced at Charlene. The chair faced away from the door, 

and she didn’t turn. Well. He opened the door and walked out. 
 
 

 
IN THE NIGHT, she lay awake under the stiff hotel blanket, 
thinking of him. The air conditioner was on high, and the room was 
cold and loud. Seth had gone to the bar and came back smelling of 
smoke and the false-clean smell of air in hotels. She was still and the 
room was dark, and Seth peeled out of his shirt quietly. She closed 
her eyes. She tried to will herself to hate their father as she had 
when he first left, the feeling that faded with time and was replaced. 
The years before the boys. Courting. He and his family moved to 
Oklahoma for several years, and he came back as a sophomore, 
dropped out the next year, but always met her after school. She 
couldn’t say when he turned, except when the money got tight. She 
had to take a job the year after Seth was born. They saw each other 
less and less, tired all the time. 

Lake Erie. Her mother watched the boys, and they vacationed 
on Put-in-Bay for three days. They went to a winery and lounged by 
the water. The night before they went back was the Fourth of July, 
and they left the hotel to find a place to watch the fireworks and 
there came in a line of black clouds over the water and the wind 
began to blow fiercely. Before the rain hit, they saw the mast of a 
sailboat skip over the surface of the lake, and though she wanted to 
run, Roger clutched her hand and kept her there, near the water. 
Back at the hotel, they hid away in their room, listening to the walls 
bow and shudder. The storm went on for hours, and they watched 
the lightning through the curtains and felt the hotel shake from a 
tree that fell against it. They made love before the storm was over, 
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and after, they lay together with the room still flashing. She looked 
at him and asked if he wished they never had children. The next 
morning, she felt the joy of those few days fall away and replace 
with dread. When they left, they saw the wrecks of boats pushed 
ashore and the trees ripped bare and fallen across roads, fences, 
roofs. 
 
 

 
THE ALARM CLOCK went off, and she heard Seth reach over 
and smack it before rising to go into the bathroom. There was a 
little bluish glare coming from the top and bottom of the blinds. She 
watched the blinking light in the smoke detector and listened for 
stirrings from the next room as if it belonged to Lewis, the only 
other occupant of the motel. The shower stopped and the curtain 
rattled back. The toilet flushed. After a minute, Seth came out and 
she slid past him. 

Morning, he said. 
Good morning. 
She took the small bag of toiletries into the bathroom and 

showered. She took a long one, let the room fill up with steam. She 
finished and dried and dressed. There was a knock at the front door, 
and she waited for Seth to answer, but all she heard was the door 
open and shut. She left the bathroom, and the room was empty. She 
wiped the mirror clear, put on a little makeup, and did her hair. 
Seth’s suitcase was still on the bed. She went outside and stood with 
the door propped and smoked. The Suburban was gone. It was 
warm already, and the sun was coming over the southerly wing of 
the motel. She was suddenly lonely, and something like a determi-
nation or resignation rose in her. She knew what was going to 
happen, exactly, knew it all, and now there was only the watching 
of it. The cigarette dropped and she went inside, checked the clock, 
and laid out the clothes she brought for the funeral. She took them 
into the bathroom and set them carefully over the closed toilet and 
put them on. Coming out, she examined herself in the mirror, 
smoothed her blouse. The door opened, and Seth walked in. She 
looked at his reflection. 

Where did you go? 
Breakfast. We’re checking out in a bit. 
She didn’t turn to face him. You’re not going to the burial. 
No. 
She nodded. All right. Tell me something. 
What? He stepped toward her. The blinds were still closed, and 

the only light came from above her. He was mostly shadow. 
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What did your father say to you after he made Lewis leave? 
It was between us. It wasn’t about you. 
She turned. Around Seth there danced an array of fading phan-

tom bulbs. I want to know his last words. You heard them. 
His eyes didn’t waver from her. She could feel them sinking 

into her like soft earth and boring on through. She could feel what 
was dredged up. 

He was rambling. He tried to apologize some more. I think 
because I was the last one to see him. He thought I was the hurt 
one. 

She looked away. 
Neither of you got that. 
She thinned her lips. Did he say anything else? 
No. Not really. It was all his brain going. Seth looked away, 

back. His eyes still had the same power and position, returned to 
the dig as though they’d never left. 

She thought she saw the slightest narrow smile pull at him. 
Okay. She sighed. She turned back to the mirror and checked her-
self over again. 

Seth packed up his toothbrush and toothpaste. He clipped shut 
his suitcase and moved it to the door. Charlene began to pack her 
things, and while she did, Lewis knocked and Seth let him in. 

About ready? 
Yeah. Seth looked back at Charlene. I’ll take the keys down. 

Just make sure you’re out at 10:00. 
She didn’t turn from her things. I will be. 
Okay. Be right back. 
He took the keys from beside the TV, and Lewis’, and went 

out. Lewis was still lingering in the doorway when she called for 
him. 

Can we talk, just for a moment? 
What about? 
She straightened up from over her suitcase. I want to know how 

you feel about everything. Not what Seth told you, not what he 
said. How you feel. 

He moved from the door, sighing. He sat at the table and rested 
his head against a fist, then opened the hand. I hated Dad. I forgave 
him because that’s just how I am. It wouldn’t make me feel better to 
let him know that, like Seth. But I hated him. 

And me? 
He said nothing. He stood. Follow us home. Lewis shouldered 

his bag and stood near the door. Charlene turned slowly and fin-
ished packing, silent, until Seth returned. 

Let’s go. We’re gonna wind up stuck in traffic in Indianapolis. 
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He reached past Lewis for his suitcase and stood just outside, 
holding the door. 

Lewis nodded and they both went out of the room, Lewis 
pushing the door wide for her. When she got to it, he took her 
suitcase, and they went along the walkway to the narrow staircase 
and out into the parking lot. It was hot, smelled of tar. Seth glanced 
at Charlene before he went off for the Suburban, and Lewis 
followed her to the station wagon and threw her suitcase in the 
back. 

I can drive, if you want. 
No. That’s all right, she said. 
You want me to ride with you? 
She waved a hand. I’d like a little peace. 
All right, then. I guess we’ll see you soon. 
Charlene smiled, and he bent to hug her. She received him and 

patted his shoulder and pressed her lips to his cheek. Bye now. 
See you in a while. 
She watched him walk to the Suburban. The taillights came on, 

and she got in the station wagon and followed them to the highway, 
and when they turned for the onramp, she drove past, to the funeral 
home. 

It was a little while, waiting for the remains to be loaded into a 
truck. It was done in the back, and though she told the manager she 
would be there at the burial, he would not let her back to watch the 
loading. She waited at the front of the building and he stood with 
her, hands crossed in front of him. 

Where are your sons? 
They went home. 
He lifted his chin, appraising and understanding. 
Charlene looked at him from the corner of her eye. What do I 

need to do to buy a headstone? 
I’ll get you some cards. 
He went inside, and Charlene pulled a cigarette from her purse. 

She lit it and stood against the wall, watching the cars pass along 
the sidestreet. The door clicked and opened and the manager came 
up beside her and handed her three business cards. She thanked him 
and put the cards in her purse and he told her they were finished 
loading, and she could follow them. She went down the steps and 
crossed the manicured lawn to the station wagon and got in. The 
truck was idling in the drive, and it pulled away, hauling a cart, and 
she followed. 

They drove through a suburban area, passed a middle school, 
and then went alongside a high wrought-iron fence through which 
she could see old oak and maple trees and fields of grass. As they 
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drove, the markers began to appear and thicken, age. The truck 
turned into the cemetery and she went along as they wound down a 
thin path, up and down a hill. Mausoleums, monuments, an angel. 
The road split, and they followed the leftmost where the land 
leveled out and stretched wide before them, backed by a wall of 
trees at the property’s edge. The truck stopped where the graves 
were two markers deep into the field. She parked a few dozen yards 
distant and sat in the car while the men got out. Beside the last of 
the markers was a small hillock of loose dirt and a green tarpaulin 
and she watched as one of the men hauled the sheet back. The other 
was working with the cart and they wheeled it to the grave. The top 
part swung out with a winch attached, and attached to that was a 
box. They lowered it into the earth. Charlene scrabbled at the door-
handle and opened the door, and she stood as quickly as she could 
and hurried over. 

Wait, she said. 
The men stopped and looked at her. 
I didn’t know it would be so fast. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RENE 
 
 

T MIDNIGHT, her mother asked that she stop giving 
her rags and just bring a pot to bleed into. Rene did as 
she was told and carried the tall graniteware into the 

bedroom and set it beside her mother. On the bed was a small pile 
of dishrags and handkerchiefs, soaked and heavy, and the air was 
heavy with the coming rain and the smell of the blood. Her mother 
took the rag from her face and set the pot in her lap and leaned over 
it. She looked pale and sickly by the low electric light unshaded 
across the room, and her hair, in the span of the few hours, seemed 
to have gone stringy and rough. When she took away the rag, a 
shadow appeared at her nose and ran, and the blood dripped into 
the pot, rapping dully. 

We need to get you to the doctor. 
I’m fine. It’s just this weather. If it cools down some, it’ll stop 

up. 
It’s not going to cool down. Rene stood by the bed and looked 

out the window. A white flash of lightning played against the cur-
tains. 

Why don’t you chip off some ice and wrap it up for me? Maybe 
that will help. 

All right. 
Rene stepped around the bed to gather the rags, and her mother 

batted her hands away. She went out into the hall. The dogs circled 
her feet like cats. All the lights were on, the hall and living room 

A 
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yellow, and had been since the bleed started before dark. She lifted 
the last clean rag from the drawer in the kitchen and took the 
rickety wooden stairs down into the pantry to the icebox. It was 
cool and dry, and she could never shake the thought of tornadoes 
when she came down. A pick stood against the side of the icebox, 
and she opened the door and shaved away several flakes of ice and 
gathered them in the rag, then hurried back. As Rene came into the 
room, her mother sniffed, and her tongue flicked over the maroon 
dripping down her lips. 

Mom. She handed over the ice. 
Thank you. This’ll fix me right up. 
Rene grabbed the pot. The blood ringed one side, almost black 

at the bottom of the blue. 
Get some sleep, honey. Her mother folded the rag over and 

held it to her nose, tilted her head back. I’ll be fine in a bit. Her eyes 
were warmed by the hidden smile. Better already. 

Rene backed to the doorway. Holler if you need me. 
I will. 
She lingered, examining her mother’s stare before shutting off 

the lights in the living room and hall. She let the dogs onto the 
porch and followed them and sat on the wooden chair. The porch 
was screened in, and she could hear the mosquitoes struggling 
against the wire. Light dashed from over the woods and it retraced 
and boomed, and the dogs cowered. She eased her head over the 
chairback and rocked slowly. She was tired, had been tired. A Hank 
Williams song was playing in her head, but she couldn’t name it. 
There was another flash of lightning and still no rain. The German 
Shepherd barked and began a low moan. 

Hush, Horn. Do you want back in? 
She stood up and opened the door, both of the dogs sliding 

inside. She sat again and closed her eyes and felt the storm finally 
break. There was a draft of cool air, and she imagined the curtains 
billowing in the dark in her mother’s room and her mother sighing 
and easing into the bed. From across the road, a sizzle and rain 
poured from the sky, beating on the gravel drive. In the dark beyond 
the light of the horsebarn was the frame of a Gothic two-story, 
halfway built. The land had been theirs until her mother’s husband 
left two years ago, and they had to sell it. A carpenter and his son 
had come a month ago and surveyed the area while she was taking 
the horses out. The dogs were barking and running down the short 
slope and up to the sold property, and she left the horses to call 
them back. The son was young and handsome, and he eyed her, 
shuffled his feet. Sawyer was trying to jump on him. She pulled the 
dog by the collar and apologized, dragging him away and calling for 
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Hornblower before anything could be said. She put them up and 
walked the horses, watching the men go about the property and 
return to their truck and drive off. Holly had come up to the fence 
in interest, and she jerked on the reins and turned the horse away. 

Now, the house was half-built, the carpenters there continually. 
The son came over every so often asking for water, and her mother 
would bring a glass or get him some tea. Before they had left, just 
hours ago, he had knocked and she’d answered, and this is what 
crossed her mind now, again. She’d answered, fresh in from town 
and still smelling of meat. He smiled when he saw her and put a 
hand in his pocket, brushed his blond hair back with the other. He 
didn’t want water, he said. He said his father and her mother had 
talked a little about them, and that wasn’t she interested in books? 
She had to say yes, and so he motioned her off the porch and 
around the new wire fence that separated the properties. The yard 
was muddy from all the trucks rolling back and forth, and he led her 
over a series of plywood planks until the grass was intact and they 
stepped off, rounding a corner of the house frame, and at the back, 
he pointed at a pile of books, covers eaten through, the pages insep-
arable, pulped. He stood to the side while she looked them over, 
stacked them on the soil. They must have been her father’s books. 
The last was tall, the cover heavy and bleached, but the pen mark-
ing ‘Roni’ on a faded line wrung out her heart. 

Isn’t that your name? he’d asked. 
No. She opened the book and the cover peeled and began to 

shred. Inside, there was a short lock of hair, dark, dull red, ribboned 
to the paper. Her own baby book was shelved in the house. 

The lightning had moved on to the east now, and the flashes 
blued the yard and cast a weak shadow from the roof. It was still 
raining, softer, and Rene could hear the water running down the 
gutters. She’d put the books back where they’d been found. 

By morning, the rain had sunk into the ground, and the sun 
rose steaming the grass, and it was so muggy Rene thought she 
might be drowning minute by minute. She bathed and looked in on 
her mother in her bedroom. She was asleep still, and there was no 
rag under her nose. Rene took the pot from the bedside and ran 
water from the kitchen tap to loosen the blood like the skin of a 
soup. Their Townsman sat in the drive, washed clean from the rain, 
and when she went out to start it, she saw the carpenter and his son 
were already across the way. The son waved and she nodded. The 
car turned over reluctantly. There was a new rattle under her feet as 
she pulled out onto the road. It had been paved a year ago, and 
pitch bubbled out from the macadam, popping under the tires in the 
heat. Vapor rose in strands. She turned toward town and climbed 
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the hill out of the deep woods. The land flattened, opened up. A 
barn on the left, a few cows and a few more farther in. Rolling over 
the railroad tracks at the edge of town, the car loosened and the 
rattle was quiet. She pulled in behind the grocery store and parked. 
She went in the back through the rows of boxes and pallets to the 
far end of the building where her butcher’s corner sat. She took her 
apron down from the wall and draped it over her head, pulled her 
hair back into a ponytail, and covered it with a net. 

’nother day. 
She turned, and there was Ollie at the counter, leaning on the 

glass case. They just keep coming, don’t they? Rene stood on the 
other side of the case and set her elbow by the scale. 

How’s Lilah doin’? 
She tilted her head to the side. Well, she got this nosebleed last 

night that just went on for hours and hours. Other than that, okay, I 
suppose. 

Get it stopped? 
Sometime before she fell asleep. 
Ollie stuck out his bottom lip and looked off at a wall. Well, 

you tell her to take care. 
She nodded. Ollie stayed at the counter for another minute, 

then wandered off, down the canned-goods aisle. Rene took a rag 
and wiped the pattern of Ollie’s arm from the glass. The green paper 
lining the inside of the case was old, left from last night, and a few 
worms of ground chuck lay near the front. The first customers 
started filing around the store while she replaced the paper, older 
folks, a man Ollie’s age carrying a can of coffee and the newspaper. 

She set about polishing the countertops in front and back, 
cleaning the grinder and the old Kalorik. The metal everything had 
been burnished through and no longer gleamed. Her reflection was 
only a shadow, gray and nearly shapeless. She could almost see her 
eyes in the blade of the Kalorik once she’d finished cleaning it, and 
the dark red of her hair, but only almost. 

On her lunchbreak, she considered driving back home to check 
on her mother, but Ollie dropped in, and they sat in the back of the 
deli next to the freezer, eating quietly. Rene finished her sandwich 
and crumpled the paper and threw it away. She tapped her fingers 
on the table, eyed the far wall. 

What’s eatin’ you? 
She looked up and shrugged. The usual things. The Townsman 

has a new rattle. Mom’s got that nosebleed. 
Well. It keeps going, just get her to the doctor. He’ll fix her up. 
She nodded. She held the door for Ollie to go through, and then 

she wiped the table clean of crumbs from their lunch. He’d left the 
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paper for her and she brought it out and sat on the stool behind the 
deli counter to read it. There was a picture of troops in front of a 
school in Arkansas, blocking some black children. She turned the 
page, folded the paper up, and slid it to the far end of the counter. 

When her shift ended, Rene opened the driver side door on the 
Townsman and waited for the heat to pour out. Her hair and her 
clothes were colder than the air, and she felt the cool even out and 
the sweat appear at her temples. The car started hard and stalled 
when she put it in reverse, then caught again, and she was able to 
get it onto the street. A local garage went by on the right, then 
houses, good houses, and then the town was through. The car 
clattered over the railroad tracks, and she went on slow through a 
stop sign, the intersection empty. When she pulled off into the 
drive, the horses stuck their necks out over the fence and the dogs 
were on the porch. There were no cars next door, and she was 
thankful for that. She eased the Townsman to a stop, and when she 
shut the engine off, heard a cicada call in the woods behind the 
house. It stopped before she reached the front door. The dogs 
swarmed her, circling. 

Settle now, you two. Set. She pushed through them into the 
house and let the door shut behind her. Mom? She went on past the 
bedrooms, looking in on her mother’s to find the bed empty, the 
window still open. The breeze was hot but not as bad as the day 
before. Mom? 

On the couch. 
Rene came into the living room and peered over the couch at 

Lilah. She was lying with a rag up to her face, and her eyes were 
closed. 

How bad is it? 
Oh, not so bad. I just can’t get anything done around the house 

one-handed. I wanted to sweep this morning, but I started dripping 
on the floor. There was a slight stutter, a breath. How was your 
day? 

Fine. She sat on the chair across from the couch. Pretty slow. 
They were quiet. Rene suddenly wanted out of the room. It was 

stuffy in the silence, and her mother seemed to take up all the space. 
She had yet to open her eyes. 

Can I get you something? 
No, I’ll get up in a minute. 
I’m going to go cut some wood. 
Lilah began to shift her legs to the floor. I’ll start making 

dinner, then. 
Take your time. 
Rene stood and patted her mother’s shoulder, still reclined. She 
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passed back down the hall and went out the doors, letting the dogs 
go with her. They ran straight to the road and back, kicking dust, 
tongues aloll. She got the ax from the horsebarn and looked at the 
two cords of wood already stacked at the side of the house. There 
were still several sections of oak to be split before she’d have to start 
cutting down more trees. She’d stacked the wood near the property 
line, and from the stump she used as a base, she could see the back 
of the framing. The sun had gone behind the woods and the shad-
ows stretched long across the yard, and it would be kind of pleasant 
if the humidity dropped. She set a log on the stump and gripped the 
ax, brought it to her shoulder. She could do this her whole life. 
Long ago, she had learned to aim for sides, not the center, and to 
find cracks, and she knew how hard oak was, and maple, and 
spruce. She liked her calluses. She liked living here years back, 
when it was just the two of them and the road was unpaved and 
there were no neighbors. 

Finished, she rolled the wheelbarrow out of the barn and 
loaded up the wood and dropped it by the stacked cords. Coming 
back for the ax, she looked across the fenceline at the framing, and 
she let the wheelbarrow down and hopped over the wire, feet 
sinking into the earth when she landed. It was still mostly mud 
around the foundation, and she walked carefully to the spot where 
the earth had been turned up. The books were gone. She searched 
around herself, back into the weeds behind the house. The air was 
thick with sawdust. She trudged around to the front of the house 
and stepped in. It was all raw wood inside and there were no walls, 
just the studs in rows. When her eyes adjusted to the dark, she 
walked among the ribs, passing through what would become rooms. 
She left for the woodpile and put the ax and wheelbarrow away, 
calling the dogs to the house. Something was boiling in the kitchen. 
Lilah had cubed up some potatoes and the skins lay on the counter, 
the pot frothing over. She turned the burner off. 

Mom? 
There was no answer. She leaned into the hall. Mom? She 

passed to the living room. 
Lilah lay on the couch, blood thick along the crease of her 

mouth and running onto the couch, pooling there. Her eyes were 
closed. Rene knelt and shook Lilah’s shoulders and there was a wet, 
sudden breath, and her mother looked at her. She wiped her nose, 
unthinking. 

We’re going to the hospital. You passed out. 
No, honey, I just got a little dizzy is all. Give me a minute here. 

Are you hungry? 
Rene took Lilah’s arm and sat her up. She clamped her own 
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hand over Lilah’s nose and cast back and forth for something to 
soak up the blood. Stand with me, okay? Can you? 

Sure. I’m fine, honey. She stood with her daughter’s help, and 
Rene set her against the back of the couch. 

Rene got one of the rags from the laundry hamper and rubbed it 
between her hands to take the stiffness out and she put it up to 
Lilah’s face. Come on. Let’s get going. She led her mother to the 
door, helping her through. There was a broken clump of dried mud 
right outside the door and a smudge of a bootprint. The carpenter’s 
son, once filling the space of the print. 

I’m really all right. I feel fine. 
We’re going. 
I left those potatoes on the stove. 
I turned the gas off. Rene dragged her to the passenger side of 

the Townsman and helped her in. 
Her mother looked up at her as she shut the door. She looked 

like she’d been shot, so pale, and the blood now dry and wet on her 
face. They’ll go to mush. 

So they will. Rene sighed and got in the driver’s side. The 
Townsman started, the clatter hit hard and softened and was gone. 
She pulled onto the road and headed toward town. 

They’re just going to charge us for nothing, you know. The 
doctors’ll look up my nose and tweak something, and we’ll be on 
our way with our pockets inside out. 

Mhm. She nodded and kept driving. 
We’ll have to eat those soggy potatoes. They’ll be all we have. 
The hospital was on the far side of town. Her mother set her 

head back and seemed to fall asleep. The western sky was going 
rosy and there were clouds breaking over the horizon. The rattle 
started up again, and she just drove faster. 

Bo was asking after you again today. 
The carpenter’s boy? Rene lifted her head back like she might 

say something. She held a breath for a couple seconds. They passed 
the dairy. Who’s Roni? 

A little sound caught in Lilah’s throat. She lifted the rag higher, 
and all Rene could see were her eyes. Is this someone from town? 

Rene bit in a breath and let it go. There were small dinner 
crowds standing in front of the few restaurants in town, a few cars 
at the stoplight. They turned on Route 56 and went out of town. 
The hospital was small, one floor. The lot was mostly empty, and 
she parked close to the doors. Lilah started to get out and Rene 
hurried to help her, taking her arm, and they went into the waiting 
room. She pointed her to a seat and walked to the front desk. The 
clerk took her name and information, and Rene sat down beside her 



~ ERIC SHONKWILER ~ 176  ~ 

 

mother. There was a black family seated across the room, two 
women and a young boy cradled in his mother’s arms. The boy was 
looking at them, at Lilah, the rag now all red. It wasn’t long before 
a nurse came through the doors in the back of the room and called 
Lilah’s name, and she helped her mother to her feet. Rene glanced 
at the family as they passed, the boy watching until his mother 
jerked his shoulder. His skin was discolored, his eyes black holes 
floating in the bloodshot white. She wanted to bring him along. 

They followed the nurse down the hall. She pointed them into a 
room and shut the door after them. She pulled a gown from a shelf 
and handed it to Rene’s mother. 

Put this on. The doctor will be a minute. 
All right. Her mother looked at Rene and then to the nurse. 

Will you turn around, please? 
Rene spun. There was a poster of the eye on the wall, cuts of it 

like it had been put through the Kalorik. The iris was blue. Hers 
were brown, dark to the loss of the pupil, like the boy in the waiting 
room. Lilah was shuffling out of her pants and blouse, the paper 
cover on the table crinkling, and then she drew the string on the 
gown and sat. Rene turned. The nurse took Lilah’s blood pressure 
and had her tilt her head back to look up her nostrils. The skin was 
chapped and flaking and it wasn’t a moment after she took the rag 
away that the blood started to fall to her lips. 

How long has this been going on? 
About a day now. 
The nurse put a hand on Lilah’s shoulder and started to lay her 

back. Lilah grabbed the edge of the table. 
I can’t lay flat. All the blood sticks in my throat. 
If you try, it might clot. Just try. The nurse started to push her 

again. 
I’ll get sick, miss. I’ve tried. 
Leave her be, would you? Rene came between them. It hasn’t 

clotted yet. I don’t think lying down will help. 
The nurse stepped back. She opened the door. The doctor will 

be in. 
The door closed. Rene pulled the chair from the corner, and it 

scraped across the floor. She sat and crossed a leg onto her knee. 
Let’s hope the doctor’s a little smarter than she is. 

Oh, be nice. 
Rene rolled her eyes. She rested an arm over the back of the 

chair. She thought of Bo at the door, handing Lilah the books. Her 
mother standing there with her hand to her nose, taking them and 
trying to smile through the rag. She hadn’t thought to look for the 
books in her mother’s room, but she knew the baby book would be 
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gone. Lilah may have thrown them all away. Her father’s things 
had stood untouched in the attic for five years after he left, but one 
day when she was ten, she came home from school to see all the 
clothes and the handmade dresser, a telescope and chronometer, all 
thrown out in the yard. Her mother had piled brush cut back the 
week before over it all, and after Rene got off the bus, Lilah set it 
ablaze. She must have missed the books or buried them long before. 
Late in the night, Rene had snuck out and grabbed the telescope 
from the ashes with a cloth. It was blackened, and when she 
cleaned the glass and aimed it at the moon, she saw it was split and 
the crack was as black as the ash on her hands. 

The door opened, and the doctor came in holding a tube like 
toothpaste and he immediately went to the drawer for a long 
swabbing stick. He set both down and drew out a scope from his 
coat pocket, and he put a hand on the back of Lilah’s head. Nose-
bleed, ah? 

Yes. 
He tilted her head and pulled the rag away to stick the scope 

into her nostril. He let out a sharp breath and stepped back. This is 
going to burn some. He took the tube and squeezed out a gray solid 
onto the swab. She winced as he pushed the swab into her nose, and 
he changed his grip and pushed it in further. Almost done. Breathe 
through your mouth. He was a moment longer and pulled the swab 
out. He dropped it in the trash and wiped his scope off with an 
alcohol pad and put it back in his pocket. That should do you. Go 
see the lady out front. He opened the door and was gone. 

Well. Lilah stood. I don’t see why they made me strip down for 
that. 

Rene turned to let her mother dress, saw the pallid and web-
worked flesh of her thigh as she bent for her clothes. When she 
finished, they went out and Rene spoke with the clerk. The black 
family was still waiting, Rene meeting the boy’s eyes again. She 
helped Lilah out to the car and opened the door for her. The moon 
had risen a buttery yellow over the town, and the land below it was 
black. As she bent to sit, her mother put her hand to her face and 
made to sneeze. Instead, a gout of dark blood pushed between her 
fingers and spattered on the pavement at their feet. 

Oh, Jesus. 
I’ll get the doctor. 
No, Rene. Leave it be. What’s he going to do, burn me again? 

She leaned out from the car and held her hands in the air beside her 
hanging face. The spots of blood and the little pool below her head 
glittered in the yellow light. Just take me home. 

Rene stood before her, bit her lip, then walked around the car. 
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She got in, and Lilah sat forward to bleed onto the floor. Rene 
turned the ignition and the car buckled and shuddered from side to 
side like the engine had come loose, and she let off. She tried again 
and the car rocked again and she gave it a little gas and it got worse. 
When she let off the ignition and tried it again, there was only a 
click. 

What’ll we do? 
Rene opened the car door. I’ll call Ollie. He’ll take us home. 

She got out and slammed the door shut. Inside, the boy was finally 
out of the reception area, but one of the women was still seated. 
Rene stood up at the counter and waited for the clerk to come from 
a side room and asked to use the phone. The clerk directed her to a 
payphone outside. 

I don’t have any change. 
Well, miss. I’m not supposed to let anyone use the telephone. 
I got some, ma’am. 
Rene turned. The black woman was looking through her purse. 

She handed out a nickel and slung her purse back onto her 
shoulder. I saw your car shakin’ out there. My husband fixes them 
old Chevys. If you want I can tell him to come pick it up in the 
morning. 

I don’t know that we can afford it. 
He can just haul it to your place if you don’t want him to fix it. 
All right. Thank you. 
Thomas Harmon, on Old Springfield. 
Thank you. She paused, then put out her hand. I’m Rene. 
Melba. Pleased to meet you. They shook. 
Rene glanced at the clerk. Well, I’m gonna make that call. 
She went outside. Lilah’s back was visible by the domelight in 

the car, the passenger door open. Rene found the payphone and 
called Ollie. She hung up and walked over to the Townsman, Lilah 
sitting sideways, her feet on the ground and legs spread and a slow 
drip from her nose. 

He’ll be here soon. Can I get you something? 
A clothespin. 
Funny. 
We haven’t tried it yet. 
Rene crouched beside her mother. She waited to hear the blood 

patter but there was no sound. Rene saw the chrome plate of the 
ashtray in the dash and reached past Lilah for it. She found a few 
pennies. One of the women gave me a nickel for the phone. 

That colored family? 
She put her hand on the side of the car, nodded, and went in. 

Melba was standing at the desk with the boy and his mother, the 
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women arguing with the clerk. The boy had started to sway and 
neither noticed and suddenly all the volition was out of him and he 
fell back toward the floor, Rene’s hand smacking off the tile and the 
boy’s head. She pulled him to his feet and braced his shoulders, and 
his mother looked down. 

Lord, the boy is sick! And you’re telling me he don’t need to 
stay? The mother took him from Rene and slung him up on her hip. 

I don’t have control over that. The doctor discharged him. I 
can’t do anything about it. 

The woman glowered, and Rene could hear her breath coming 
through her teeth. 

Am I going to have to call the police? 
Melba tensed and then the mother whipped around, the boy’s 

head bobbing, and she went for the door. Melba met eyes with 
Rene. She followed the mother out and Rene started with her, then 
stopped after a pace. She looked at the clerk. 

A lot of good you’re doing here, aren’t you? She was out the 
door before the clerk could respond. She felt like a long time had 
passed. 

Melba was standing in the parking lot waiting on her, the 
mother and son walking to their car. The domelight was still on in 
the Townsman, and Rene thought of the boy looking over his 
mother’s shoulder at the sight, her own mother cradling her head, 
the boy’s eyes wide and yellow as the moon. 

Thank you for catching him. We was about to throttle that 
woman. 

I have half a mind to, myself. 
I don’t know what we would of done if he split his head open 

right there. They would’a maybe given him a bandage and sent us 
on our way. 

They couldn’t help us, either, if that makes you feel any better. 
Rene nodded toward the Townsman. I found a few cents in the car. 

Oh, don’t worry about it. Melba turned and looked up at the 
moon. It outshone the stars and lit the periphery of clouds. The sky 
was nearly a painting. We’ll probably go see Hanner. It’s what we 
should of done in the first place. Last time we come up here. 

Hanner? 
Hanner Johnson. She’s got this shack at the river. I don’t know 

how she does it but she can heal things. Lays hands on whatever’s 
sick, snaps ’em right back. Rene said nothing, and Melba shifted 
from foot to foot. Well, thank you. I got to go. 

I hope he gets better. 
She started away, a hand lifting back behind her. Your mom-

ma, too. 
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Rene watched her cross the lot. When she passed the 
Townsman, the domelight dimmed and Rene jogged over. Shut the 
door. The battery’s one more thing we’d have to worry about. 

Her mother rolled her eyes up to look at her. She pinched her 
upper lip between her fingers and flung the blood and stood. This is 
driving me crazy, Rene. 

I know. 
She put a hand on Lilah’s shoulder and closed the passenger 

door. Down the lot, Melba’s car pulled away. Rene and Lilah 
leaned against the front of the Townsman, crickets singing in the 
quiet. Her fingers felt damp from the wet air. The headlights of 
Ollie’s pickup cut around a corner and approached. Rene waved to 
him when he pulled up, and he leaned over to open the passenger 
door. 

You ladies all right? 
I suppose so. Rene got in, holding her hand out for Lilah to 

climb up. When she was seated, Rene turned to Ollie. Thank you 
for coming out. 

T’weren’t nothin’. He pulled a handkerchief from his breast 
pocket and held it across the cab for Lilah. You holdin’ together? 

She tried to take the handkerchief delicately, her hands stained 
as though she’d dipped them in iodine. I’m bleedin’ to beat the 
band, but I’m okay. 

He put the truck in gear, and they drove out. Down the road a 
stretch, he cracked open the window and lifted out a Lucky Strike 
from his pocket and lit it. Rene was thankful to have the smell of 
the blood covered. Lilah had leaned against the door with her head 
tilted up, handkerchief finally pinched around her nose. Her eyes 
were half open. Ollie took a dip too fast and the truck lifted off the 
ground and they cried out, Ollie laughing and apologizing. He 
slowed after that, and Rene saw him taking looks at her mother. 
He’d lit another cigarette and was nearly through it when he turned 
and the road became new pavement and pitch. 

Home sweet home. 
Rene sat up and rubbed her face. Thanks. Mom? 
I’m up. She opened the truck door and climbed out before Rene 

could help her. The dogs began to bark. Rene slid out and stood by, 
and Lilah turned the handkerchief out at Ollie, still behind the 
wheel. I suppose I’ll hold onto this for a bit. 

I got plenty more of ’em. I ain’t concerned. 
Thank you. She walked off toward the house. 
Rene lingered at the passenger door, looking after her. The dogs 

went quiet when her mother reached the porch. She turned to Ollie. 
Have you ever heard of a Hanner Johnson? 
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He made a face. The witch? 
I wouldn’t know. 
She’s crazy. Lives with them coloreds where the river oxbows. 
Have you heard she heals people? 
I hear she says she does. Far as I know, she just waves a 

chicken claw in your face and spooks you into thinking you got 
better. Cure hiccups that way. He flicked the cigarette out his 
window. Your momma’s tough, Rene. She’ll wake up tomorrow or 
the next day and whatever’s wrong will of fixed itself. Don’t worry 
about it. 

She stepped away from the door. Thanks for picking us up. 
Ollie waved as he backed out of the drive. She stood there until 

the brakelights vanished. Hornblower was waiting for her inside the 
door, and he whined until she patted his head and he trotted to the 
living room. Lilah was on the couch again in the same attitude, 
now with a clothespin pushed over the bridge of her nose. 

I think this is working. I’m just going to lay here tonight. I can 
lean over easier. 

Rene went to the kitchen and retrieved the pot from the sink. 
She hadn’t cleaned it and the old blood and water had separated 
and the movement set the blood to mixing again. It wavered up, 
tendrils rising. Rene dumped the water out and brought the pot to 
the floor by Lilah’s head. 

Just what I was gonna ask for. 
Rene smiled. She hovered by her, wanting to speak, then left 

for her own room. When the door was shut, she flicked on the light. 
None of the old books were on her shelf, none on the desk. She 
stood on the porch to wait. The color had fallen from the moon, 
and the grass and dirt drive looked like a frost had settled over 
them. In a few minutes, she would ease the door open and dig 
through the trash. 

She thought about Hanner, and Melba, and the little boy. In 
her mind, she created the scene of their meeting, of Melba and the 
boy and his mother entering a little hovel, dark and covered in ivy, 
sheltered by an ancient willow so old the branches had grown into 
the ground, making rooms of the outside, shaded and heavy. The 
three of them would approach the mud building with other blacks 
waiting, looking on, and one would whisper a prayer as they 
disappeared through the branches. 

Nearly asleep, she shook off the visions and snuck back inside. 
She could hear nothing from the living room. The dogs were lying 
on the floor by the couch, Sawyer perking an ear to her footsteps. 
When she lifted the lid from the trash in the kitchen, they both got 
up and sidled into the room, sniffing around her legs. She stuck a 
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hand in through the refuse, the potato skins her mother must have 
thrown in when they got home, an old newspaper, cans. Everything 
felt cold and wet, and up to her elbow, she found nothing like a 
book. She pulled her hand from the trash and washed off, flicking 
her fingers at Hornblower to make him blink. Rene got a sheet from 
her bedroom and brought it to the couch. Lilah was lying with her 
head in the crook of her elbow, the clothespin pinching the bridge of 
her nose white. Her mouth was gaped and her chest rose slowly. 
Rene covered Lilah’s legs with the sheet, then turned off the light. 

It was still dark when she woke and she was tired. There had 
been a sound, she thought. The light was on at the side of the house 
and it faded fast into the yard, but beyond it, she could see the barn 
light was on, too, the door open. From the living room doorway, 
she saw Lilah was gone, and she put on her boots and ran across 
the yard. It wasn’t the barn light shining. The beam flickered, and 
when she got close, she smelled the smoke and there was her 
mother stoking the little fire just inside, sitting on a stool, her nose 
still clamped shut. At a glance, Rene saw the horses with their 
heads over the stall doors, eyes limpid, and the pages of the last 
book catching and going black. Her stride was unbroken as she 
reached the fire, kicking it out, and scattering ashes and the edge of 
the brick ring her mother had made. The barn went dark. 

What are you doing? 
Burning some trash. 
Don’t lie to me. She stepped back to find the lightswitch. Lilah 

said nothing, then the barn was light again, and they blinked and 
stared at each other. What’s this all about? She waved her hand 
along the trail of ashes and the thicker smoldering chunks of paper. 
I saw those books. I saw whose they were. 

Lilah looked away, shaking her head. I can’t have your father’s 
things around, Rene. It hurts too much. When John’s boy brought 
them by, I. She wrinkled up her face. They bothered me worse than 
anything. 

It was so long ago. 
Oh, honey, if you knew. She shook her head. I can’t. I just 

can’t. Her face wrinkled again. She began to tip back her head and 
she sneezed and blood misted in front of her. Oh. She looked at her 
hands, speckled with red. Oh, I wish this would quit. She pulled the 
clothespin from her nose and threw it away, moaning. The indenta-
tion from it was deep purple across the bridge of her nose, and as 
she leaned forward, blood dribbled over her lip and to the dirt floor. 

Rene was motionless, watching. Then she moved to the stall 
door of the mare and opened it to lead her out. We’re going to the 
river. This is nonsense. 
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What’s at the river? Lilah looked up, everything about her red 
and pained. 

Rene didn’t answer, leading the horse to the tack and saddling 
her. Clipping her to the stall door, Rene glanced at Lilah and 
returned to the house for food and water, wrapping them in a 
blanket. When she got back to the barn, she stuffed everything into 
a saddlebag and slung it over the mare. Lilah was still sitting on the 
stool when Rene led the horse to her and had her stand to get in the 
saddle. 

Rene. 
What? She helped Lilah swing her leg over and get seated. Her 

mother shook her head, and Rene took the reins. 
You’re not riding Holly? She pointed at the white horse. 
No. I don’t trust you to stay in the saddle. Rene led them out of 

the barn, shutting the light off as they passed. 
 
 
 
 

PART TWO 
 

HEY WALKED to the road in the long shadow of the trees, 
and when they broke from them, the moon was just a 

crescent, eaten by the teeth of the woods. They turned south, away 
from town. The road was thin and Rene had to lead the horse onto 
the shoulder. Lilah was already riding limp, hand clamped over her 
face. The river was far. It would be well into the afternoon by the 
time they reached it, and then she didn’t know where to find 
Hanner Johnson. She hoped to meet Melba on the way, walking the 
boy in town, restored. 

Some distance down the road, her mother slumped forward 
onto the mare’s neck, and Rene had to fix her to it by looping the 
trace across her back and tying her to the saddle. The horse stalled, 
and Rene forced her to go on. No traffic passed, only nighthawks 
and owls, the scuffle of underbrush as opossums fled. The land 
south flattened for a time and then came hilly again before 
smoothing for the river. They were in the hills now and the air got 
cool as they passed over a creek, the water gurgling invisible below. 
The sky was paling to the east, and in her exhaustion, Rene saw the 
sun rise like frames in a movie through the trees, their passage sped 
by eyeblinks. When they crested the hill, the trees fell away and the 
sunlight was upon them and Rene looked back at where they’d been 
and it seemed like another place, still night. 

T 
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A truck sounded a hundred yards back, slowed, and paced 
them on the road. Rene pushed the horse further into the weeds and 
wild oats and nudged Lilah to wake her. The man behind the wheel 
was in bib overalls, skin wrinkled and red in veins from long days in 
the wind. 

Where you ladies goin’? 
The river. Rene handed Lilah the reins. She gave a glance to 

her and to the horse and saw the trail of blood wet down its fur, and 
she stepped ahead to block the sight from the man. 

I saw your ride’s wounded. 
She looked back at Lilah. The roof of the truck blocked her 

head from sight but he must have seen the blood on the horse 
already. I pulled a deertick off her a bit ago. 

Oh, don’t do that again. You got to burn ’em off. If you don’t, 
you’re liable to leave the mouth stuck in there. Then, it gets all 
infected. The truck sputtered. Bit strange to take a trip on horseback 
and just one horse. 

Rene couldn’t keep her face calm any longer. It pinched up and 
she felt her eyes sharpen. We can get there how we like. 

The man coughed and looked forward. Enjoy yourselves. 
Bitches. 

The truck rolled on and Rene looked at her mother. She had 
braced herself sideways, a hand on the saddle and one in the horse’s 
mane, and she was swaying with their gait. 

Mom. 
I’m all right. Just feel a little dizzy. 
Rene glanced at the truck shrinking in the distance. She forced 

out a hot breath. Do you need to get down? 
No. Let’s keep going. 
Rene put a hand over Lilah’s at the saddle. Cold and unfamiliar. 
More traffic passed them as the morning went on, cars stopping 

to see who they were and where they were going. She was afraid the 
carpenters would come up this way to the house, but they did not. 

Toward noon, Rene pulled Lilah off the horse and spread the 
blanket out in a clearing by a brook. She let the mare go and handed 
her mother the thermos of water and opened the tin of crackers. 
Lilah was drinking deeply and she pulled the thermos away from 
herself and handed it back. A drop of water slid back from the rim, 
a diluted reddish brown, and the drop thinned. Rene drank. She cut 
a link of summer sausage and wedge of cheese to piece sandwiches 
together from the crackers, and she watched Lilah nibble her way 
through two of them and quit to hold her nose. Rene pulled off her 
boots and massaged the soles of her feet, blisters forming on her 
toes. 
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Your feet. Why don’t you ride for a while? 
Rene stared at her. You can’t walk. 
I can make it. 
She shook her head. She was in wonder at the gulf between 

them. Watching her mother watch her. A pair of bottleflies landed 
on the package of crackers, and she swatted them away and packed 
everything into the blanket. 

They doubled up on the mare and rode on southward. Her 
mother sat in front, Rene holding the reins around her waist, encir-
cling her. Thinner than she thought, her skin cool through her worn 
cotton blouse and a little damp. She was able to see over her 
mother’s head without sitting straight. The hour was late enough 
now that no one questioned their riding, just waved as they passed. 
As time went on, Lilah slid back against her, and she was surprised 
that her nose was still held between thumb and forefinger. 

Between the river and them was a small town grown around 
the highway. It was just a row of houses on either side, a store at the 
main intersection. A teenaged boy had come out before they passed 
and was leaning on the porch railing of the store, the porch itself 
leaning toward the street. The boy had a broom at rest by his arm, 
and as they drew closer, he stood back and took the broom and 
examined the wood planks of the floor and the dust he swept 
around. He glanced at them from under his brow. Rene drew them 
on to the intersection and they stopped. Her mother stirred and sat 
forward on the mare, dropping her hand and immediately returning 
it. 

I feel a little sick. 
Rene looked back toward the boy. He had stopped sweeping 

and had wrapped his arms around the broom to support his weight. 
He smiled. The street was deserted, and Rene pushed them forward. 
A train engine rested on the tracks just beyond the houses. At the 
point where the tracks crossed the road, the horizon was a line of 
trees and beyond it sloped the steep banks of the river. Rene sped 
the mare, and with the first jolt of the canter, Lilah convulsed and 
slumped to the side and vomited a dark clot of blood that splattered 
on the ground but held like a strip of fat. Rene stopped the mare and 
slid from the saddle, wincing at the impact on her feet. She gripped 
Lilah’s shoulder and turned her partway. 

Mom, are you all right? 
She swiveled her head to Rene and her face was wan and her 

nose and mouth looked like a wound ripped open. She nodded, 
eyes full and shining, red-rimmed. Rene thought to pull her down 
but instead pressed her to the mare’s neck and led them trotting 
along the side of the road. When the distance to the trees was 
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halved, Rene felt the skin give on the balls of her feet. Her mother 
was motionless except for the rise and fall of the mare. The blood 
that had crusted on its neck was refreshed and now fell further. 
When they reached the trees, the road ended and the river road 
started east to west. There were no signs. She turned them west. 
The sky had clouded, and soon the road went to dirt and they 
followed it and the smell of the water blown up through the trees. 
The horse nickered. 

Ahead, scattered among the trees, were shotgun shacks, some 
set up above the ground on stilts. Two black men in work jumpsuits 
were walking down the center of the road and an old truck drove up 
behind, splitting them and raising a coach of dust. The two men 
rejoined in the road and they smiled at Rene when they got close, 
one ribbing the other. They composed themselves and nodded 
politely. A middle-aged couple waved at the men and then at Rene 
and Lilah as they passed. Rene lifted her hand and looked after 
them. The shacks came on either side of the road now, and a few of 
the elderly were sitting on the porches, fanning themselves with 
newspaper or pasteboard. Some lifted their chins at them and others 
did nothing, went on fanning. A shack ahead was painted green and 
set back from the road. A woman bent to tend a garden that took up 
the front yard. Rene stopped the horse and waved. 

Excuse me. 
The woman straightened and wiped at her face with the back of 

her hand, the trowel cocked in it. Yeah? 
Could you tell me where to find Hanner Johnson? My mother’s 

sick. She saw the woman’s mouth pinch. Rene looked back herself, 
Lilah turned away, demure, as if she had something to hide. 

On down a ways. A ways out of town. 
Thank you. Rene bowed her head slightly. There was a mo-

ment, and she turned at her hips. Do you know a woman named 
Melba? 

Harmon? She don’t live here no more. 
Rene glanced downward. All right. Thank you. 
The woman dropped her hand from her face. Her sister lives 

just past the bar, there. She pointed with the trowel, and Rene 
watched the sweep of her arm, the dark brown skin sagging on the 
underside. 

Thank you. Rene nodded again and they moved on. 
The bar was just a larger wooden shack with a sign on the roof 

that said: BEER, in red paint. The front door was open, and 
through it, Rene could see the chairs stacked upside down on the 
tables and on out the backdoor into the trees. She had an urge to 
leave the road and horse and her mother and slide down the clay 
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banks to the river. To be swept along it. The house beside the bar 
was vacant, as well. Whitewashed, with the roof tilting to one side, 
tarpaper creased and tearing at the lip. There was a toy tractor on 
the porch and a rocking chair but nothing else. The energy she had 
was leaving her, and her feet felt worn to the bone. 

They continued out of the town and the road came closer still 
to the river until she could hear it running and see the far side 
through the trees. Up ahead, the grass and the road bent to match 
the oxbow of the river. When they reached it, they saw a well-
tended shack painted sweetcorn yellow. There was no willow, and 
the shack was nearer to the road than she had imagined. She 
thought it may be the wrong place. She shook Lilah awake and 
helped her to step down from the horse. There was a thin trail of 
dirt beat into the yard and a circle of it at the door. They stood 
there, and Rene paused before reaching out to the door and rapping 
on it. A minute passed with no sound except the river and the 
breeze, and then the door opened to an old white woman wearing a 
nightgown and her hair down to her waist, the same color as the 
shack. She had an amber stone at her neck, and her eyes were plain 
blue and she was taller than Rene expected, only older than Lilah 
by fifteen years at most. She looked from Rene to Lilah and back. 

Who was here first? 
It’s my mother. She’s had this nosebleed. Are you Hanner 

Johnson? 
Yeah. Come in here. Take off your boots. She shuffled away 

from the door and disappeared into the shack. 
Rene helped her mother in and stooped to take off her shoes. 
Just you, girl, not her. Hanner had pulled a chair out and was 

standing by it. She was wearing slippers. 
Rene peered around a corner, into what looked like the dining 

room. Okay. She took her own boots off, closing her eyes. When 
Rene stood again, she had to breathe a long sigh through her teeth 
and she followed her mother. 

The dining room was cramped with chairs and the table, a pearl 
tablecloth on it and a small oil lamp in the middle. There were 
shelves of dark wood filled with curios and, behind Hanner, a cedar 
chest from which she took out a few slim jars. 

Sit. 
They both sat. Hanner stood with her back to Rene and pulled 

Lilah’s hand from her face and examined it, the multiple rims of 
blood stained and dried in layers from old to new, like petals. She 
tilted Lilah’s face to one side and then the other. Blood darkened 
the left nostril and welled there before sliding over her lip. Though 
she couldn’t see, Rene thought Hanner had closed her eyes. She 
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placed her hands on Lilah’s cheeks and held them there. After a 
minute, she rose up and put the web of her thumb under Lilah’s 
nose and wiped away the blood, and nothing more flowed. She 
stepped away and went out of the room and they heard water 
spilling and Hanner came back wiping her hand with a rag. Rene 
had leaned forward in her chair and was nearly touching Lilah’s 
face. 

How did you do that? 
Hanner shook her head bemusedly. Don’t really know, myself. 

She inhaled and topped the breath with a snort. She pulled out the 
chair at the head of the table and took a seat, silent, watching them. 

Rene looked from Lilah to Hanner to the middle of the table, 
then back to Hanner. We’ve had a long trip. Do you think we could 
rest here for a little while? 

Rene. 
She turned to Lilah. You think you’ll make it back right now? 
Hanner tilted her head, and her eyes narrowed. Sure. Rest. 
Thank you. Rene smiled and eased back in the chair, lifting her 

feet. 
They were quiet and nearly motionless, Lilah brushing her 

upper lip with her thumb. The longer they sat, the more Hanner 
seemed entertained, and eventually, she stood and walked into the 
kitchen. Dishes clattered. 

Can I help you with anything, Ms. Johnson? 
She appeared in the doorway. Oh, yes. Come on over here. 
Rene pushed her chair back and stood, wincing. 
Hanner smiled. Sit down. You’re both stubborn as mules. She 

took the two glass jars from the cedar chest and set them on the 
table while Rene sat back down. Hanner pulled a chair over to her 
and jutted her chin up. Take off your socks. 

All right. Rene hiked up her knees and unrolled the socks from 
her ankles, letting them drop by the legs of the chair. 

Hanner uncorked both of the jars, and she propped Rene’s right 
foot on her own knee and dripped a greasy-looking liquid from one 
of the bottles into her hand. This medikin is for the pain. She looked 
cockeyed at Rene, rubbing her hands together and then massaging 
the raised foot. 

Lilah leaned onto the table to see. Rene! Why didn’t you say 
anything? 

Rene shrugged. The ministrations hurt but were quickly easing, 
and she felt her foot go cold. When Hanner motioned for her to 
raise her other foot, she did. Hanner repeated the process and then 
shook out from the other bottle something like petroleum jelly that 
smelled of mint and warmed it between her hands, as before. 
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This medikin seals up the sores. 
Okay. Rene exchanged a glance with her mother. 
When Hanner finished, she rose and set the backs of her hands 

on her hips. There. Now. She looked at Lilah. No bleeding? 
No. Lilah shook her head. 
Hanner pursed her lips. She rounded the table with the two 

bottles and put them away in the chest. She went into the kitchen 
and came back with two bowls and two spoons, and she set a bowl 
before Rene and one in front of Lilah. It was a thin broth, onion 
floating in it and steam rising thick from the bowl. 

Eat it hot. 
They thanked her and began sipping at the broth. They both 

had to blow on their spoons before drinking it. Hanner returned to 
her seat at the head of the table and she watched them quietly for a 
time, then leaned her elbows on the table. 

You two are ripe with ailment. 
Lilah laughed briefly. I guess so. 
When are we going to talk about what’s really wrong? 
Lilah and Rene looked at each other, then at Hanner. Lilah 

leaned closer. What do you mean? 
 
 
 
 

PART THREE 
 

ANNER POINTED at Rene. I’ve never seen a curse, but 
what’s on this one is as close as they come. 

Excuse me? Lilah cocked her head. 
She stared straight at Lilah. You put a weight on her. Wanted 

her to be the child she ain’t. 
Lilah went pale. Rene stared at her, but she wouldn’t look up. 

The room stilled, and a cricket sang from outside. 
Hanner put her hands on the table. It’s a heavy weight to put 

on someone, expect a person to be another. Grudge them for not 
being who you want. 

I need to— Her mother stood, chair skidding and sticking 
against the floor. I need some air. She braced up on the chairback, 
and her free hand held her face and she ambled out the door. 

Rene stared at the table, then at Hanner. I’m cursed? 
There’s hardly such a thing as a real curse. But your momma. 

She put something awful heavy on you. She’s been looking at you 
wrong all your life. You might’a never known it, but you feel it. 

H 
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Rene let her eyes wander. There was the lock of hair, and the 
fire. How do you know? 

Just do. You got a sickness; I see it. See it floating around you. 
The dark I see on you looks the spittin’ image of what I used to see 
in my own mirror. 

Rene dug under her fingernails. There was grime there, though 
she kept them short. Blood and dirt and a sliver of wood stuck in 
her thumb from the rough handle of the ax and she’d only now 
noticed. 

It was my family for me, too. My husband. Hanner stood. I 
married him soon as he come back from the war, quit working to 
raise kids that never got born. My own momma and brother 
shunned me for leaving them. She left the room and came back with 
a glass of water and a thick earthenware mug of tea. She passed the 
tea over to Rene and nodded at the chair beside her. Put your feet 
up. 

Rene swung them up onto the chair. 
He raised his hand to me one night, and I blattered him with a 

fire poker. I up and left the next day. 
Rene winced a smile. 
One of the biggest sicknesses this world has is expectation. We 

all expect other people to be a certain way or to do a certain thing. 
Most folks, they spend their whole lives under the wants of other 
people. I was lucky he came at me that night. If he hadn’t, I might 
have never known what all this is like. 

And you came out here? 
Hanner laughed. You could say that. I was here at the river 

before there was much else. Couple of those shacks. Most folks 
lived a few miles downriver; then they got washed out. She dragged 
her fingers down the tabletop and looked at Rene. It’s a choice. 
That’s what a weight is. Every day you choose ‘pick up the weight?’ 
or you leave it set. 

She tilted her head back. She imagined her mother out with the 
horse, or on the stoop, hands covering her face. She’s my choice? 

Uh huh. 
What’ll happen if I choose wrong?  
Hanner stood by her chair. There is no wrong or right. You just 

got happy and unhappy and the mess left in the middle. 
But it’s not just me. It’s her, too. 
Her lips thinned. Is she happy? 
She paused. I don’t know. I think she’s afraid. 
Hanner nodded. And what’s she got to be afraid of? 
She swallowed. Me. 
Looks like you got it figured out, then. She pointed toward 



~ MOON UP, PAST FULL ~ 191  ~ 

 

Rene’s feet. You need to rest them a while. Can you two share a 
saddle all the way home? 

Yeah. 
Rene put on her socks and started to rise and Hanner came 

around the table to help her. Her feet were still numb, and standing 
on them gave her a sensation of floating. Hanner brought her to the 
door and opened it slowly. Lilah was near the road and turned 
toward the sound, her face scrubbed red and raw. The horse was 
grazing by the trees at the side of the house. Rene eased herself to 
the dirt below the doorway and Hanner held her shoes out. 

Thank you. 
You’re welcome. She produced the two bottles of ointment and 

pushed them toward Rene. I imagine I can’t tell you to stay off your 
feet. 

Rene smiled and took the bottles. Probably not. How should I 
pay you? 

Hanner raised an eyebrow. Money, like you’d pay anyone else. 
Oh. I just thought. She looked at Lilah. 
That’s civilization, honey. Hanner pointed down the road 

toward town. You might not think it, but they use cash, too. I don’t 
get paid in chickens often. 

Okay. Rene looked down, reaching into her pocket. She came 
up with a small wallet and pulled out a number of bills. Will this 
do? 

Hanner took the money and fanned it before putting it away. 
Sure will. 

Lilah was bringing the horse over and Rene took a ginger step 
back toward them. Thank you for everything. 

Hanner smiled. Rene boosted Lilah onto the mare and got up 
herself. The mare stamped and stepped forward and Rene looked at 
Hanner. She waved, and Hanner nodded and closed the door. 

They joined the road and headed back the way they came. 
Rene felt the distance from before gaping between them and the 
silence stretched taut across it. The clouds had broken and bands of 
gold caught their eyes, glinting off the river through the trees. It felt 
odd to her not to go down to it while she was here. Like she hadn’t 
quite made the journey. 

She died right after she was born. 
Rene jolted. Her arms tightened around her mother. Don’t. 
I should tell you this. 
Wait until we get through town. 
The sun was gone by the time they reached the first shacks. The 

sky beside them turned purple and pink over the trees. There were a 
number of people on their porches, children playing near the road. 
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A woman was leaning on the railing of the shack beside the bar, her 
back to them. Someone was shouting from inside, laughing. As they 
came near, a man brought out a bucket and slung a reddish-gray 
slop over the railing and it splashed into the dirt in front of them. 
Rene stopped the horse. 

The man wrung out a mop and he grinned. Sorry ma’am. 
Ma’am. He touched a finger to an invisible cap. Just finished with a 
fight is all. He turned to the black woman on her porch. Happens 
sometimes, don’t it? 

Oh, yes. The woman looked down at the two on horseback and 
her movement was languorous and sure. She squinted. Say, you 
that lady caught my boy yesterday? 

Yeah. Rene raised her hand. How is he? 
Fine, just fine. Old witch fixed him right up. Was you out here 

to see her? 
Yeah. 
She fix you up? 
Rene smiled sheepishly. I think so. Lilah flinched in her arms, 

and Rene glanced at her, then from the woman to the man with the 
mop. We need to get on. It’s a long ride back home. 

I’ll say. The man dropped the mop into the bucket with a wet 
smack, then dragged the bucket clanging back inside. 

The woman stood up from the porch railing. She looked in the 
open door of her shack and turned to Rene and Lilah. I got to look 
in on him. I’m glad you’re doing better. 

Thank you. Rene lifted her hand in goodbye and set the mare 
forward. 

Passing the bar, she could see a few men sitting, elbows 
crooked. They rode on, watched by the people on porches and 
looking through windows. It was getting dark, and they were riding 
toward the night, the air going cool and the damp gone out of it. 
She thought of the woman, of her presence. There was no time she 
could recall when Lilah had taken that shape, and she wondered if, 
after all, it was she who had broken her mother, and not the con-
verse. 

When they were some distance out of town, Rene twisted in the 
saddle to look back and in the dark, shacks were coming out of the 
green like a row of ghosts in step. Righting, she squeezed her 
elbows to prompt Lilah. 

Now, you can talk. 
Lilah’s head was down. It was a moment before she started. I 

got pregnant right after I met your father. We married quick and he 
got it in his head the baby was a boy. He got all excited, bought all 
kinds of things we couldn’t afford. Wanted to name him Ronnie. 
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When it came time to go to the hospital, he was pushing me out the 
door. It was the middle of the night and still so hot; I was soaked all 
over with sweat. The doctors were worried I was dehydrated. I 
wasn’t in much pain, but I was scared, and you could tell the doctor 
knew something was wrong, but I thought maybe it was a normal 
sort of wrong, like the baby was breach, and they were going to cut 
it out of me. 

Rene had slackened in the saddle, the horse walking of its own 
accord. There was a convoluted sickness that seemed to be racing 
through her insides. 

She came out small, and I thought I still had more to go, so I 
was pushing and pushing when the doctor took her away. He told 
me it was a she, and I didn’t even hear it until I saw Joseph there 
beside me and I said, ‘It’s a girl, Joe,’ and he run back out. I didn’t 
see him again until morning, until they’d already taken her away for 
good. I had them cut off a little of her hair—She had the thickest 
hair you ever saw on a baby, even thicker than yours. He took the 
hair, and come to find out later he’d put a ribbon on it and kept it, 
slipped it in that book. Lilah broke off. 

We had a real hard time after that. When I told him I was 
pregnant with you, I thought he’d get excited again but he didn’t. 
He was scared from day one. The day you were born, he took you 
from the doctor and held you, but he wasn’t happy, didn’t seem 
happy. I told him I wanted to name you Rene as a sort of tribute, 
and he didn’t say a word. When we got you home, it was the same. 
You probably wouldn’t remember him acting strange because it was 
all you were used to, but it was like someone sleepwalking all day 
long. He’d take you and hold you, teach you things, and I give him 
credit since he didn’t drink, but. 

Rene wanted to stop her. She was picturing everything as 
though it were a memory, threading what Lilah said and what she 
remembered together. From outside her eyes, watching from over 
her father’s shoulder while he boosted her onto a horse, while she 
watched him working in the barn. It occurred to her that she had 
been playing his son. She shook her head. The idea closed in 
around her. What about you? 

What? 
Hanner was talking about you. She didn’t mention Dad. 
Well, I. 
She said it was you that treated me like … like I was Roni. She 

finished the name and her mouth clapped shut, as if she had spilled 
something from it. 

I don’t know about that. I treated you the only way I knew 
how. 
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They reached the first fork in the road, and the mare stepped 
unsteadily from the dirt to the macadam in the dark. 

Why did you keep everything a secret from me? 
I didn’t know how to tell you. Eventually, it seemed like a silly 

thing to do. Pass you a cup of coffee one morning and say, ‘Rene, 
you had a sister’? 

You couldn’t just say it once I saw those books? 
I was dopey, Rene. I’d been bleeding for two days straight. 
You burned them. You got up in the middle of the night, and 

you burned them. 
I didn’t know what I was doing. 
You’ve burned things before. 
She fell silent. Rene realized the mare had thrown a shoe. They 

were quiet for a long time, until the mosquitoes found them and 
Lilah smacked at her shoulders and arms, cursing. Rene pulled the 
blanket from the saddlebag and wrapped her in it. 

Last thing I need is to lose more blood. 
She didn’t reply. The town and intersection were coming up 

and they could hear a truck from some distance off, then see the 
lights, and then the air brakes deafening beside them. They were 
caught in the welter of the truck’s wake and exhaust, and the horse 
reared up. It fell back onto its forelegs and slipped from the shoulder 
to the ditch, and Rene shucked her boots from the stirrups just as 
the horse threw out its back legs. She felt Lilah lift off, and then 
another jolt as the horse bucked again and she was crushed and wet 
in the ditch with grass in her ear and eyes and mouth and the horse 
galloping off. 

Rene? 
She blinked, held her eyes open. A gnat crawled across a weed 

and took flight. 
Rene? 
I’m all right. She sat up. Her shoulder ached and felt as though 

it were shoved against her chest. Are you okay? 
Yeah. Lilah appeared above her. I didn’t have far to fall. 
She wiped at her face and clambered out of the ditch. She stood 

there, looking back and forth down the road. The horse was gone. 
Lilah checked her over and they walked as far as the store in the 
town ahead and sat awkwardly on the short porch steps. The town 
was asleep. Rene took off her shoes and examined her feet in the 
low light. 

I don’t know what to do, now. 
We could call Ollie. 
Rene put her shoes back on. I’m about sick of asking people for 

help. 
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If you can think of some other way out of this, you let me 
know. 

They sat there, Lilah swatting at mosquitoes with the dirty 
blanket. The ointment Hanner Johnson had given them was in the 
saddlebags, now probably shattered and soaking into the leather. 
Rene slouched against the top step and held her breath at the sound 
of an engine. Headlights appeared at the end of town and grew, the 
frame and winch and another truck being towed behind it. Rene 
saw the blur of letters on the passenger door and the black man 
behind the wheel and the truck rolled on, on through the intersec-
tion. 

I think that was Melba’s husband. 
Who? 
The woman who gave me the nickel. The black woman. 
Oh. 
She thought to run out into the road, try to wave him back, but 

she sat unmoving on the step. Warm air blew off the pavement in 
front of them. Everything was still and dark, and she felt like lying 
in the sparse grass beside the steps and sleeping, or just stretching 
out, resting. She looked over at her mother and back to the road and 
then slipped off the step like she might dip into a pool. The grass 
scratched at her neck and her arms, but the dirt cradled her and she 
broke and fought a tight smile. Her eyes were closed. 

It was cooler on the ground and she woke shivering, Lilah 
standing over her and the tow truck in the road beside them. She 
blinked and sat up, careful to ease onto her feet. A black man was 
leaning out the open window with his hand to his face, holding a 
cigarette. 

Seen you sittin’ here before. 
Are you Melba’s husband? Thomas? 
You need a ride to town? 
We could use one, yes. 
Get on up here. He reached across the cab and opened the 

passenger-side door. 
Rene took several steps forward, sore, and looked at Lilah and 

to Thomas. We’ve got a horse. 
Thomas shook his head. Can’t exactly tow him. I can bring you 

back in the daytime, though. 
Okay. Come on. Rene nodded toward the truck door and she 

guided Lilah on. 
Thomas dipped his head to her when she passed around the 

front and climbed in, and Rene followed. Thomas flicked his 
cigarette past the windshield. He started the truck and they drove 
off, his eyes on the mirrors until they were well on. Rene dozed 
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almost immediately. They were passing landmarks, then in town, 
and in her sleep, she was angry at the engine for doing the work so 
easily and without complaint. Turning onto Old Springfield, she 
forced herself awake, and they weren’t long on the road before 
Thomas pulled up to a small house standing in the plain, a garage 
behind it larger than the house itself. The Townsman sat off to one 
side of the building, and Thomas parked the truck beside it. 

I need to get some gas. I keep about fifty gallons on hand in 
case I got late work. He opened the door and pointed at the 
Townsman. Your car, ain’t it? 

Yeah. 
What was you doing out there so late? 
We went to see Hanner Johnson. 
Went to see the witch, huh? He smiled and got down, holding 

the door for Rene while Lilah slipped out the other side and came 
around. 

I had this heck of a nosebleed nobody seemed to be able to fix. 
And Hanner did? 
Just like that. She offered up a weak snap of her fingers. A 

papery sound. 
Thomas smiled. Legend has it she cured me of stones when I 

was a boy. He shut the truck door and pointed toward the side of 
the house. Get you some water or somethin’? 

Rene nodded, looking at the door, the black window. 
This was back when we was still afraid of her. People thought 

she was dangerous crazy; now, she’s just story crazy. He got the 
door and Rene and Lilah filed into a dark mudroom. Thomas began 
whispering and found the light. I was a little boy. Few days straight 
I started crying, Ma doesn’t know what to do. I was out on the 
riverbank playin’ and she sees me standin’ there—Hanner does—
sees me, well, make water, and I’m cryin’ and it’s all bloody. 

He was taking off his boots and careful to avoid their eyes for 
the moment. Rene sat against a small applecrate and pried her 
shoes from her feet and she stayed there, letting the sores breathe. 

Hanner picks me right up, forgettin’ her laundry. He held out a 
finger and drew it across the mudroom. Dress goes floatin’ by. She 
picks me up and shakes me. Shakes me and my head goes floppin’ 
this way and that, and I was cryin’ before, but now I’m really cryin’. 
Lady up on the street is yelling for my momma; Hanner’s still shak-
ing me. Lady comes down running and slaps Hanner upside the 
head. He peered up at the two women and shrugged. Another hour, 
I passed two stones looked like bits of cornflake. 

Lilah looked to Rene. Beyond the mudroom they could hear 
someone coming and Thomas leaned toward the doorway. 
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That you, baby? 
It is. You bring company? Melba stepped into the doorway, 

face puffy from sleep, hair bound back with a lavender bandana. 
Oh, well. Hi, Rene. 

Rene gave a weak smile and turned to Lilah. This is my 
mother. She saw her nod and Rene looked at Melba, who seemed 
to be working it out. 

Are you feeling better, ma’am? 
I am. Thank you. 
She backed away from the door. Come on in here. Tom ain’t 

got the manners of a man born in a barn. She waved them on and 
Thomas leaned to kiss her cheek. They were in a tiny kitchen and 
dining room and Melba turned to them at the sink, patting her legs. 
Can I get you all some coffee? 

Rene shook her head and Lilah was looking around, making 
herself small. No, thank you. 

You want a beer, Tom? 
Nah. I’ma refill the tank and get these girls home. He smiled at 

Rene and Lilah and stopped to kiss Melba again. 
This late? Why don’t you two just stay here? 
Lilah looked at Rene. I don’t think— 
Rene nodded. That’d be great. Thank you. 
Well, all right. Thomas smiled. In that case, I’m turnin’ in. He 

waved and Rene thanked him before he slipped into the dark of 
another doorway. 

Melba glanced around the room as if searching, and she patted 
her legs again. We’ve got a couch and a couple nice chairs for you 
to sleep in. Let me get some blankets. 

She went off into the hall and came back a few minutes later 
with two patchwork quilts. She showed the guests to the living 
room and gave the quilts over. Rene let Lilah have the couch, and 
she followed Melba back into the kitchen and asked for a glass of 
water. Waiting at the tap, Rene watched Melba in her nightgown 
and robe and she took the glass from her and stood sipping at it. 
They were quiet and floating there in the stillness, and Rene set the 
glass down. 

You used to live by the river, right? 
Mhm. Just moved here a couple years ago. 
Did you like it? 
As much as anything. I’ve got family there, but I only miss 

them every so often. Mostly when the man’s driving me crazy. 
Rene looked at her glass. 
Melba tilted her face closer. Can I get you anything else? Do 

you want that coffee? 
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No, thank you. She thinned her lips and pushed the glass 
toward the sink. 

I’m going to go on, then. Holler if either of you need some-
thing. Melba patted the counter and turned and was gone. 

Rene stood there, abiding, a door opening and shutting, open-
ing again down the hall. Outside, she could hear quiet sounds, 
insects. Fewer animals outside of the woods. She went toward the 
living room and tried to memorize the placement of the furniture so 
that she could shut off the light, then wound up feeling along the 
walls until she came to her chair in the dark. The quilt was cool and 
a little musty. Before she fell asleep, she heard the soft moaning 
from the bedroom, a wall or more away. Shuffling so quiet she 
could only guess she’d heard it. A sigh from her mother, long 
enough in the night now they both could feign the other asleep. 

They turned down breakfast in the morning, and Melba saw 
them off at the door. She could look neither of them quite in the 
eye. Thomas drove them home, and when they arrived, he got out 
of the truck to let Lilah slip by. She peered into the window and 
began to speak but stopped, then looked at Thomas. 

Thank you for the ride. 
You’re welcome, ma’am. Have that Townsman back to you 

soon. 
Lilah smiled a little sadly and looked at Rene. You’re coming 

straight back? 
She nodded. As quick as I can. 
Lilah stepped away from the truck, and Thomas backed it out 

of the drive. Rene watched her, watching them. 
Thomas pulled onto the road and lit a cigarette. Want one? 
No. She shook her head. 
Thomas held it between the tips of his fore and middle finger 

on his right hand, palm to the wheel and his left arm out the 
window. It was hot already and the sun bright gold through the 
trees. A buzzard hopped from a flattened rabbit at their passing, 
waddling to the shoulder. Thomas pushed up the sleeves of his 
shirt, and she saw the blurred blue tattoo on his forearm. She turned 
back to her window and saw herself in the glass. She wondered if 
she looked like her sister would have. They might have looked 
exactly the same. Been the same. 

Melba said you caught my nephew at the hospital. 
That’s right. 
He spun the wheel for a curve. I appreciate that. 
She nodded and looked out the window. Halfway there. They 

were quiet the rest of the trip. They neared the town, and Thomas 
slowly pressed himself toward the door. He’d thrown the cigarette 
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away and his face had set. They stopped at the intersection, and 
Rene looked toward the store and the porch where they’d waited. 
Thomas was facing straight forward. They went on until he pointed 
into a fallow field and parked the truck. The mare was at the edge of 
a property, cribbing at the top plank of a wooden fence. Thomas 
opened the truck door and jumped out and Rene slid down. They 
both looked back toward town. 

Can you get her yourself? 
I imagine. 
I’ll wait here ’til you do. 
She nodded and started across the road. She stepped down into 

the ditch and up again and through the thick, dry foxtails at the 
edge of the field. The mare had stopped gnawing at the fence and 
was eying her. When she closed in, the mare began walking at an 
angle past her and Rene grabbed for the lead. The horse stopped 
until Rene pushed the saddle straight on its back, and then it shied 
and cut a quick sidestep away and threw its head. Rene backed off 
and spoke to it, whispering. She followed it closer to the road, and 
when she reached again, it shoved her back with its muzzle. 
Thomas came toward them, long steps, leaping the ditch. 

Hold on a sec, miss. Let me get around front of her. 
Rene waited until he’d come in front of the mare, and he held 

his hands waist high. Rene reached for the lead again and held it 
firmly and the mare let out a slow sigh. Thomas didn’t move. The 
mare was still, its eyes wide and dark. Rene pulled the cinch and 
put her foot into the stirrup and stood into it, throwing her leg over 
the horse’s back. The mare stomped in place and Rene saw Thomas 
drop his hands. 

You got it? 
Think so. She took up the reins in both hands. Thank you. 
You’re welcome. I’ll have the Chevy out to you like I said. 
She nodded. Thomas had backed twice and turned and walked 

across the field. She saw him stop, looking toward town. Two men 
on the store’s porch. He started walking again, and Rene watched 
him get in the truck and start it and drive on, away from town. 
When the sound of the truck died, she pushed the mare toward the 
road. Riding past the men on the porch, Rene saw their shadows 
thrown back onto the wall behind them. 

A tired passage back home. She thought about her father and 
the few full and good memories she had. If the membrane between 
them had been what Lilah had said. Or if they had been about Lilah 
herself. Ollie’s truck was in the drive, and the carpenters were busy 
at work on the framing next door. Coming around the fence, Rene 
saw Lilah on the porch, Ollie beside her, and the carpenter boy, Bo, 
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off to one side with the dogs. She felt so tired. Lilah’s hands were 
over her face and at the sight of the horse, she stood, her eyes thick 
with tears, and she went through the screen door and started for-
ward at a shamble. 

Rene. 
She swung and dropped from the horse, closing her eyes and 

breathing smoothly through the pain in her feet. Her mother opened 
her hands to reveal the familiar course of blood, dark, and her 
hands dark. Rene took her mother’s wrists at first to clutch them to 
her chest and then there was a break, a severing of the few inches 
between them and she realized and threw her wrists away. 

The blood. It’s a different color. 
What? What are you talking about? 
It’s a different color. You did that yourself. 
Ollie and the boy were coming, and Ollie stepped between 

them. Now what’s going on here? I came down to check on you 
since you didn’t come around for work, and your ma says you’re off 
fetching a horse with a colored boy. 

Rene stood still. The dogs circled around her, wanting to bark, 
afraid to. She smiled down at them, taut, and looked at Ollie. It’s 
good that you came. I’m glad. 

No one spoke. Rene was looking at her mother, and the smile 
warmed and became sad. Lilah kept her hands where she’d caught 
them against her breast. Her face was still but framed for weeping, 
and Rene felt the moment stretch. Whosever’s fault it was, she had 
never been her sister, but she had been the weight. Rene reached 
back for the reins and she stepped into the saddle. Ollie had put his 
arm around Lilah, and Bo stood gaping on. She turned the horse 
around, and when Ollie reached for the reins, she took them aside. 
She didn’t look back nor turn her head to see the house from the 
road, but she knew they were there, the truck and the framing and 
the three of them, the ax, the wood, Horn pacing the yard. 

She took the road toward the river and the wind was light, and 
it seemed to blow layers from her. At the crossroads of the little 
town, she tied the mare to the railing of the store and climbed the 
steps. Behind the counter was the boy clerk and he watched her pick 
out the makings for sandwiches and he bagged everything, looking 
at her in a way that would have pressed on her before. She paid and 
took the paper sack from him and, as she walked to the steps, the 
door opened behind her. 

I heard about you. I heard about you. 
Her feet were in the air as if she’d levitated over the first few 

steps, and then she fell to the ground. The boy swore and he began 
to stomp her groceries into the dirt while she gathered herself up. 
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When he came toward her, she reached into the saddlebag at the 
mare’s rump and found a wedge of glass from the shattered oint-
ment jar and held it out. The boy stopped and she watched his face 
curl and redden. He was still, as though he might coil and strike at 
her. Rene loosed the mare and mounted it and turned for the road. 
A rock flew past. She pushed the horse on. Ahead, the sun was 
darkening and quartered by the treetops and she thought of riding it 
down. She thought of the river and the town and Hanner Johnson, 
and she knew that she would stop for none of them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BLACK 
 
 

HAVE TWO APPLES in my hand for the horses. The rains 
from a week ago have washed out the roads, scarred them, 
and under the red dirt near your house, I can see the plastic 

drainpipes. Walking to the fence, we see a dead toad, a pile of dung 
from a goat or deer. You don’t speak until we get there, and only to 
say hi to a neighbor at the gate. I feed my apple to the pony, and 
give you yours. Watching you, I wonder if the stitches catch on 
your sleeve, and I think of the small purple scar you showed me and 
how the stitches have long been ready to come out. The pony bites 
my finger at the second knuckle. It is cold up here and damp, but 
we say we don’t think it will rain again. The land is dark between 
the rocks but not quite green. 

In the house, I tell you, looking out the window, that I haven’t 
been in the country in months. It is black beyond the glass, and 
there are only a few lights blinking in the far-off hills. You take my 
hand and hold it to look at my finger. 
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RE-UP 
 
 

PHOTOGRAPH OF US from a couple years ago, at 
the park. Nikki had just gotten a new camera and 
demanded we go out and use it. She took pictures of 

the trees and a squirrel, kids playing on swings. I watched her run 
around. Before we left, she set the camera on the hood of her car 
and hurried to meet me. We posed, smiling, arms around each 
other. It was a good picture. My hair was a little shaggy. She turned 
the photo black and white to class it up, and she must have planned 
it, because the picture went from the white of our outfits to the dark 
trees to the white of the sky, and from across the room, it was good 
enough to look like a tiny painting. This picture was the thing stuck 
in my head as I went downstairs from the apartment, Nikki closed 
off inside. 

It was almost 11:00, and I was nearing drunk and out of 
alcohol. The streetlights were blurry, maybe from the humidity, 
maybe the beer. Heading to Main, I saw the police cruiser drive off 
toward the school uptown and was glad, thinking I wouldn’t be 
stopped for one reason or another. The sidewalks were empty and 
most of the town closed at that hour, the Village Inn and the gas 
station at the edge of town about all to be had. I didn’t really feel 
like the VFW. I turned at the only stoplight and went down the 
street, tree-lined and dark. A car passed, rumbling over a pothole, 
and the brakelights went up. It was a Firebird, Jimmy’s, and I 

A 
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thought of turning into someone’s yard to hide but didn’t. The door 
opened and out he came, heaving two cases of Natty Light onto the 
roof of the car. 

Hey, Geier! 
Hey, what, I said back. 
What’re you up to, man? I haven’t seen you in forever. 
I waited until I caught up to him. Jimmy owned the stoner 

house, the place where the town dregs partied, where I used to 
party. He was looking at me, arm over one of the cases. 

Nothin’, just went out to grab something to drink. It wasn’t 
entirely a lie. How you been? 

All right, all right. He slung his hand out and we shook, over 
thumb, not the normal way. You wanna come in? Friday night 
party startin’. 

I shrugged. Okay. 
There were only a few people in the house besides Jimmy, no 

one I really knew. The folks who came here revolved; they grew up 
and out, were replaced. The ones who stuck around weren’t people 
to know. Old beer bottles stood and lay fallen throughout the living 
room and kitchen, rows of green and brown and clear. The rooms 
hadn’t changed much. Same two sofas sinking deeper in their 
middles, same stains on the carpet, new holes in the drywall. There 
was a baby monitor on the corner table. That was new, too. Jimmy 
put his arm on my shoulder and handed me a beer, pushing me on. 

Siddown. Stay a while. He went by me and turned the stereo 
up. 

I took a seat near the door and nodded at the others sitting 
across from me, a stringy-blond girl and a couple of guys who 
looked like they’d be doing meth in an hour. I raised my beer to 
them. One I knew was a local dealer, Lonnie, and I knew he 
recognized me from a few years ago. The music broke in, death 
metal or some other like it, and I drained half my beer. 

Lonnie leaned forward and stuck his hand out to get my 
attention. Where’ve you been, Geier? How do you live in town, and 
I never see you? 

How’re you so full of shit, and your eyes aren’t brown? 
Lonnie’s head jerked. 
I gave a little smile to soften things, let him think we were 

friends. 
Nikki keepin’ you on a short leash? 
Something about him knowing I was with her made me livid, 

though it wasn’t a secret. We’d been together nearly three years. 
Yeah, and she’s got an electric fence rigged up, too. 

He grinned. I know how that is. 
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I just quit working for her dad today. 
Oh, yeah? How long you been doin’ that? 
About eight hours. 
He busted out laughing. The girl beside him snapped out of a 

daze and joined in. For a moment, I could feel good about it, let it 
just be a joke, something insane to do, not something real. Two 
guys walked in from the kitchen, and one of them slapped my hand, 
grinning and saying my name. They pulled a wooden table across 
the room to sit beside us. 

What made you quit? Lonnie asked. 
Couldn’t do it. Boring as hell. 
He nodded. I hear that. I think I’ve had an honest job about 

two weeks total my whole life. 
Lonnie’s been in the back of a cop car longer than that. The guy 

who slapped my hand said that. I couldn’t remember his name—
just knew his face. 

Yeah, well. Keeps life interesting, Lonnie said. 
Jimmy came downstairs with his girlfriend. Hair dyed deep red, 

shirt loose, probably to hide her belly. I finished my beer, and 
Jimmy saw and pointed at it, eyebrows high. His girlfriend turned 
the music down. Jimmy came back with two beers necked in his 
fingers and a Black & Mild between his teeth. He sat down beside 
me and handed me my beer, lighting his smoke. 

So, tell these boys about your roadtrip. 
That was years ago, man. 
Tell ’em. He waved his cigarillo around. 
I really don’t want to, Jimmy. 
I’ll tell ’em, then. 
I sat back on the couch and drank. I had no watch, and there 

were no clocks nearby. I wondered if Nikki was still crying. 
Bobby, here, comes back from Iraq in oh-six. 
Oh-five. 
Oh-five. So, he gets back and meets up with Nick Jones. Jimmy 

stopped and looked around to see if they knew him, and there were 
nods. They become best Army buddies, and they decide they’re 
gonna pull a full-on Fear and Loathing, drive out in Jonesy’s Caddy, 
and drink and smoke and fuck their way across the country. They 
wind up lost in a desert in Arizona, outrun some cop in, what, 
California? 

I think it was Nevada. 
Whatever. They outrun this cop on the way to Vegas, then 

Jones goes on this weeklong tear where he just drinks at every bar 
they see on the way east. 

Then, what? the blond girl said, after an obvious pause. 
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Jimmy didn’t know what to say, and he glanced my way. 
Then, Jones came home and blew his head off, Lonnie said. 
I started to lean forward to throw my beer at him, but Jimmy 

cut me off. 
Fuck you, Lonnie. He stood up. Get the fuck out of here. Jones 

was a friend of mine. Seriously, fuck you. 
Lonnie put his hands up in defense. Sorry, man. I’m just say-

ing. 
Shut the hell up. 
Sit down, Jimmy. His girlfriend stared him down and he sat, 

turning to look at me. 
I sighed and waved it off. The music had switched to some 

rapper. Jimmy inhaled hard on his Black & Mild and blew the 
smoke up to the ceiling, staring at Lonnie. I finished my beer. 
Someone handed me another. The party went on this way, people 
tiptoeing. Jimmy’s girl sat on the arm of the couch and leaned over 
onto him, put her arm on his shoulder and kissed his face, the 
scruffy growth of beard covering it. I didn’t even know how you 
trimmed a beard like that. 

I got up and went into the kitchen. It was too hot and too loud. 
There was a bowl of dogfood on the floor but no dog, old cases of 
beer stacked, waiting to be taken out. I stood by the little window 
over the sink and watched the dark, the yellow light on the alley 
behind the house. The fight with Nikki echoed in my head. Jimmy’s 
girl came and stood beside me. 

How’ve you been, Bobby? 
Not good. I couldn’t remember the girl’s name. I couldn’t even 

feel bad about it. 
What’s the matter? She put her back to the kitchen counter, 

facing the party. 
I’m just goin’ crazy being here. I can’t find a job, and if I do, I 

hate it. Nikki’s tired of me just hanging around the house. 
She nodded. 
We got in this fight tonight. I lifted a shoulder, wincing. I told 

her I wanted to go Guard. I drank my beer, looked at it, and 
finished it off. I could feel my fingers start to tingle. 

Well, that’s something, isn’t it? 
I thought so. She didn’t. 
The girl frowned. 
She doesn’t get why I’d want to re-enlist. I had a hard time over 

there. I’d probably get diagnosed with PTSD if I let the docs look at 
me. I paused. I freak out every now and then. I almost did tonight 
just looking at the TV, watching some reporter in Afghanistan. I 
dunno. 
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Someone yelled from the living room, and I tensed, and the girl 
turned to see. 

Go party. I’m all right. 
She smiled softly. Then, come on. 
I went back with her after getting another beer. One of the guys 

had taken my seat so I leaned up against a wall. The girl was sitting 
in Jimmy’s lap, the blonde and Lonnie were getting up just as I 
opened my beer. I was drunk enough now not to see things; people 
were there and gone. Then, I noticed the baby monitor squawking, 
the light blinking. It took a long time before Jimmy heard it and told 
the girl to go. She stood from Jimmy’s lap, sharp, and went up-
stairs. The guy who slapped my hand pointed for me to sit and 
started grilling me about fighting, trying to get stories out of me. I 
was sinking deep into myself, into the couch, the noise getting no 
quieter but fuzzier, less distinct. Lonnie and the blonde came back 
at some point and were gone before I really managed to notice. I 
was thinking about Nikki, about having a kid with her and living 
like this, almost like this. Working a normal job like most of the 
people here and doing this to vent, spending life, grinding at it. 
Eventually, the guy wore at me until I told him a couple stories, 
light ones, funny ones. There were a few of those. Somewhere in 
the telling, I started to feel a little better, remembering the sensa-
tions that you wouldn’t really call good but were thrilling, the ones 
that you heard vets talk about, saying you only felt alive during 
them. War highs. Jones had done heroin the once or twice, and he 
said it was about as close as he’d ever come. 

Jimmy shook my shoulder. You with us, bud? 
I nodded. Yeah. How’s the kid? 
She’s fine. Needed a little attention is all. 
I looked around, surprised to find the party hadn’t ended. It felt 

like hours had gone by. The guys were still across the room, passing 
a joint, and Jimmy’s girl and some other were off in the corner by 
the baby monitor. I heard people in the kitchen. 

I thought I’d give you a heads-up. Lonnie’s coming back with 
some coke, and I know you don’t like that stuff. Now’d be the time 
to clear out. 

I nodded and looked aside. Appreciate it. Can’t stand the 
fucker to begin with. 

He is a shit. If he wadn’t giving it away, I wouldn’t let him in 
the door. 

I laughed and stood up, shakily. I braced myself against the 
doorframe. 

You gonna head off? 
I imagine. I looked toward the kitchen. Got a woman to appease. 
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Good luck with that. Jimmy stuck his hand out. Flowers, man. 
And walk in the door saying you’re sorry. That’s the important one. 
The woman’s always right. 

Oh, yeah. 
I wadn’t being sarcastic. They just plain are. 
We shook hands, and he pulled me in for a hug, patting my 

shoulder. Glad you partied with us, man. Come back any time. 
Sure. Thanks for bringing me in. 
We split, and I backed to the kitchen doorway. I said goodbye 

and went out. The night probably hadn’t cooled, but with the beer 
coat and all the people inside, the house had been hot, and it felt 
good and still outside. I walked around, aimlessly, letting the pot 
and cigarette stink blow off me, thinking of leaving the town again. 
Everything good about it was over with, couldn’t be had anymore. 
Memories with friends, some dead, one in prison. Others just gone. 
Nights running from the cops just to run from them, to give them 
something to chase. High off our asses, throwing a shovel at the 
moon. One year, I played football, tight end. I couldn’t stick with it, 
needed to be forced into things. But it had made me happy for a 
fleeting instant. 

I walked to the VFW Hall, saw the chairs on the tables by the 
dim overhead lights. Someone’s car was left in the lot, Vietnam vet 
plate on it. Someone too drunk to go home himself. 

I turned onto my street and saw the light on in the bathroom 
window. I stopped in the apartment stairwell to see if I could smell 
myself, but couldn’t, and went on up. The bedroom door was open 
when I looked in, the bathroom door shut and light still on. There 
weren’t any sounds. The dishes were still sitting out from dinner, 
starting to stink. Nikki’d made her version of chicken enchiladas, 
made them in a big glass pan and poured all kinds of sauce and 
cheese over them. One of my favorites, for starting work with her 
dad. I turned on the tap and ran some hot water, scrubbed at our 
plates. I was mostly sober, and when I moved, could smell vanilla 
of the Black & Milds, a little weed. I finished the dishes and set 
them in the drainer to dry, wiped off my hands, and flopped onto 
the couch in the living room. It was dark, and the only light came 
through the bedroom door, from the bathroom. A few hours ago, 
we’d been on the couch together, her legs crossed over mine. Then 
the TV showed the marketplace, dust and a burnt car. It didn’t even 
look like any place I’d ever been. 

I heard the faucet run, and the door opened, and I saw Nikki 
just for the moment before she shut the door. 

Bobby? 
Yeah. I heard her stand in the doorway. I couldn’t see her very 
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well but imagined her hand on the wood, leaning a little, trying to 
find me in the dark. 

I’m gonna turn on the light. 
I nodded. I thought of how it might have been if she were preg-

nant, if something were around to force me here, some obligation, 
some duty. Already, I was jealous of that man, the one who stayed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHINDI 
 
 

ABOR DAY WEEKEND, I was following a line of seven 
cars coming from Tuba City, all hugging fenders, climbing 
a hill. It’s dark out here, so I don’t blame them—probably 
darker than they’ve ever seen. On the reservation roads, 

you can be right next to a town and never see it because of a mesa 
in between. And the starlight just doesn’t add up. The earth stays 
black. That’s how it is all across the Nation, but everything seemed 
darker in my home district now that I was back. Three months 
running familiar roads, arresting guys I grew up with. Watching 
them get consumed by the place. Not that that’s unique to Dineh. 
Our homes eat most of us, eventually. 

I’d been following the cars for a couple miles when one of them 
wagged across the paint. I waited to see if he’d do it again. The van 
in front of me slowed, so I passed, got up closer. The drunk wa-
vered again. He was only doing about forty miles an hour. I turned 
on the overheads and hit the spotlight, and the driver waved. I 
keyed the mike and was about to give dispatch the plate, when I 
recognized the line of tattoos running along the man’s forearm. He 
slowed and eased the car onto the dirt shoulder, and I pulled in 
behind him. I waited on the cars to pass by, the brakelights winking 
out car by car over the hill. I checked the rearview mirror and killed 
the overheads. Dust settled in the light between the bumpers. I 
stepped out of the cruiser and walked up to the other car, arm 
resting on my gunbelt. 

L 
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The driver rolled his window down and swung in the seat to 
face me. Hey, brother. He grinned. 

Were you just screwing with me, or are you really drunk? 
Little of both. 
Where’d you get the car? 
He gestured, hand palm-up. Borrowing it from a friend of mine. 
Uh huh. I sighed and stepped back. Go on. 
You don’t wanna search my trunk or anything? 
There a reason to, Frank? 
The smile on his face faded, and it seemed to go somewhat 

bitter. Give us something to talk about. He turned back and put the 
car in gear. 

The tires kicked up dirt, leaving me in the light with the skeins 
of dust rising and pulling back toward the cruiser. 

For the last couple hours of my shift, I sat at 59 and 160 
watching the sky over the rocks go milky pink. The sun came up 
and filled my eyes with the fields of red dust and the cliffs. For 
about ten minutes, everything was gold and red and long panes of 
shadow so that the world through the windshield looked more like 
stained glass than something real. Turning the cruiser around, I got 
the feeling of my father, the thought of him and the day he died. It 
stayed with me going to the office and when I got in my pickup. I 
thought about him frequently, and more lately. 

It was seven years ago. I was watering the horses we kept for 
riding tours, waiting on him to turn up in the truck I drive now. The 
air had the same feel to it, cool but getting warmer. It was turning 
fall then, instead of mid-spring, and the sky had that same shot-
through-with-light look. When he never showed, I took a horse out 
of town. Frank worked at the Anasazi Motel at the time, a rundown 
place tarted up in blue paint like it would pass for turquoise. It was 
on the way out, and he was there watering a juniper by the road. He 
waved me over, asked me what I was doing. I told him, and he 
hauled himself up on the horse. The trailer was a few hundred yards 
from the road. The slope of the land hid it. Riding down, we saw it 
emerge, tires on the roof first and then all of it, the trailer surround-
ed by sheets of tin like armor, one tree twisted above scrub brush—
You wouldn’t call it a yard. Frank got down and went to the door 
while I tied up the horse. When he opened the door, everybody says 
Dad’s spirit got in him, and that’s why he’s the way he is today. 
When things settled, after the funeral, he started bootlegging. I left. 

I made a habit of going to the Blue Coffee Pot nearly every 
morning after my shift since starting on with the tribal police. It 
helps to wind down someplace where you can talk and where things 
are clean and open. The windows are big there. Walking in, I 
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picked up a paper and sat at a booth. Outside, an older tourist 
couple ambled to the door. Sophie came around and slapped her 
notepad in front of me. 

Your usual, Officer Holmes? 
It wouldn’t be otherwise, now would it? 
She cocked her head. Something up your ass? She winced when 

the overhead bell rang at the door. 
No, I said. Long night. 
Well, it’s over now. 
I watched her go to the tourists. It was just her working. I 

flipped through the local news and folded up the paper to look out 
the window. Across the street, a couple dogs roved around the 
doors of the grocery, moved on down the abandoned strip. Sophie 
came out with my eggs. She went around the counter and sat across 
from me. 

So, what’s the matter? 
Pulled your old boyfriend over last night. 
Driving? 
I nodded. I cut through half of an egg and folded it onto itself 

with my fork. He was acting drunk. I don’t know if he was or not. 
When did he get a car? 
Didn’t. Said he borrowed it. 
She frowned and turned away, looking at the tourists. 
I ate most of my eggs and polished off the plate with a piece of 

bread. If he’s still running liquor, I need to know. I don’t mind 
turning my head to drinking every now and then, but that’s the line. 

She said nothing. 
We know there’s booze at the Squaw Dances. You’re out to 

’em all the time. We’ve run stings on every liquor store in the area, 
but it’s still coming in. 

Well. She looked me in the eye and her face got hot. Either you 
keep doing it the hard way, or you put Frankie in jail. She stood 
and bent close. You don’t know what he’s done for the land since 
you’ve been gone. She walked off to the tourists, and I heard her 
ask if they needed anything. 

I finished my breakfast and put a five down on the counter. 
Heading home, I passed all the trailers and houses, the shacks and 
concrete buildings of town. The hotels were bigger than anything 
else, and newer, and even they were old. Behind them, the red 
rocks; under us, the red dust. 

I bought our house. The parents’ place. I figured if I was 
coming back I may as well go back all the way. Lock myself in. A 
couple years ago, I’d gone to the academy and did well, got a job in 
Flagstaff. When my uncle called and said the house had gone up for 
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sale, I felt like I imagine Frank did when Dad got in him. And I just 
knew I’d come back here. 

They’d met at an Enemy Way. Mom, half-white and from the 
coast, out here to get in touch with everything. Dad was one of the 
few to make it back from Vietnam. The ceremony was to cleanse 
him and the couple other vets of the evil they’d seen, of the ghosts 
of the enemy. It wasn’t long before they realized it didn’t work. 

I was pulling my gunbelt off before I got in the door, and I 
tossed it on the couch. Even though I’d blown my savings buying 
the house to keep myself there, I’d started looking for ways out just 
before I got the transfer. Résumés and applications all over the 
kitchen counter, the answering machine unblinking. On my way to 
the shower, I passed the parents’ old bedroom, now an office I 
never used. When I’d cleaned off the night, I went to bed and tried 
to sleep. Staring at the ceiling or covering my eyes with my arm, 
listening to myself breathe. Soon I’d have to open the trunk on 
Frank. Arrest him, and be done with it. Liquor wasn’t the only 
problem on the reservation. 

There were no reports on Frank’s car in the logs. I’d only half-
expected one. It was Thursday night, and there would be nothing to 
do but bust people for speeding or stop a domestic. Tomorrow, 
there would be a dance, and Frank would deliver a carload of 
alcohol and then probably ditch the car. Or drive off with it some-
where. 

It was a shame I was better with horses; otherwise, he’d have 
had my job and I’d have his, and maybe the whole thing would be 
different. But I talked to horses pretty good like Dad used to, so 
Frank just did whatever work he could, sometimes helping Mom, 
sometimes just picking up bottles from the highway. Once we were 
out of the house, it was me that saw Dad all the time, saw him go 
through his moods like he was in sync with the moon or the 
seasons—that’s how regular they were. They got worse, always, but 
they were predictable worse. Frank wanted to get a medicine man 
for him, and back then, I wasn’t much for the spiritual stuff. I’m still 
not. Mom never really got it as anything medicinal. It was just 
culture to her. The last few years they were together, she wanted to 
get off the reservation, go back to the coast. A year before he died, 
he went off on one of his episodes, and Mom left before he came 
back. 

Finally, there was about a week where he was mute. He’d been 
getting thin for some time, and one day, I found him slumped 
against a horse’s neck, about to slide off. The doctor said there were 
tumors all through his throat. We fought with the VA for a while 
about getting him treated, but he didn’t want to have to go so far 
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away, and eventually, he just gave up. The doctors had only given 
him a few months to live, but I guess neither Frank or me could 
imagine Dad dying. Otherwise, I think he would have known not to 
go in the door. 

I broke up a domestic just after 1:00. One too many nights 
coming home drunk, and the guy’s wife went after him. Neither 
was hurt, but there was a bunch of shit broke in the house. I let it 
go. The rest of the night coasted and about 4:00, I hit the wall and 
had to stop in for coffee at the 7-11. Wendell was the night clerk. 
We went to school together until he dropped out our junior year. 
He’d been a decent basketball player years ago, but he’d had a bout 
with drugs like most of the class did, and that was that. When I 
came in, Wendell looked up from a clipboard and lifted his pen at 
me. I got my cup of coffee and a pack of orange cupcakes and put 
them on the counter. 

I saw your brother not too long ago. 
Yeah? 
He was lookin’ pretty bad. Wendell came around and went 

behind the counter. 
Bad how? 
Just bad. Depressed. 
Drunk? When was it you saw him? 
Wendell picked up the cupcakes and scanned them. There’s 

worse things. I know it’s your job and all. He spun the price readout 
for me to see. 

I pulled out my wallet and handed him the money. I’ll see you 
around. 

Hey, he said as my hand met the door. He’s in trouble. 
What is this—Everybody knows my brother better than me all 

of a sudden? Sophie just said this morning he’s ‘doing shit for the 
rez.’ 

Just watch out for him. 
You don’t want to tell me? I dropped my hand. Would this 

have anything to do with the dance tonight? 
He said nothing, and I left the store. The town was lit in pieces 

by a few streetlights and the signs of hotels, the main intersection. I 
stood there for a spell like Frank would come by, like he didn’t keep 
away from me, and like I didn’t turn my head whenever he was 
around. 

I thought about skipping breakfast after my shift. I drove slow 
from the office to think, and turned in to The Pot. Inside, Sophie 
glanced out and went into the kitchen. I was alone with the paper 
until she brought out my breakfast. 

You in better spirits today? 
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I guess. 
Don’t sound it. 
Yeah, well. I pulled the plate closer and took a bite. I looked 

out the window at the clouds coming in, then back at Sophie. What 
would you do if you were me? 

About what? 
About Frank. About this whole business. 
I wouldn’t want to be you for that one, Charlie. She breathed 

deep and sighed. I don’t know what to tell you. If I was you, I’d be 
just as clueless. But being me? Sophie stopped, cocked her head 
slightly to look at the ceiling. What law was here first? 

Oh, hell. Don’t get started. 
You asked me, so shut up. 
I don’t wanna hear about this Red Power bull. 
She stepped back a pace behind the counter and appraised me. I 

never figured you for someone who’d hate themself. I guess I was 
wrong. 

I stared down at my plate. I ate. A shiver went through me. She 
stood there for a bit, then went off. I finished eating and sat there, 
staring out. 

Wendell says Frank’s in trouble. You know anything about 
that? 

She called, No. But I’ll say this, Charlie. It doesn’t matter what 
you think about what he does. He’s your brother, and he’s all 
you’ve got left. 

My jaw ground slowly. I slipped off the stool and put some 
money down. The bell rang for the door as I walked out, and I got 
in the pickup and drove. Frank lived at the eastern edge of town, 
where the houses thinned out. I went out that way and slowed at his 
dwelling, a single-story, busted-concrete place. It wasn’t even a 
house, just a building. I pulled into the drive, the truck skidding in 
the dirt. The car wasn’t there, and pulling ahead a little further, I 
saw it wasn’t in the back, either. He wouldn’t answer if he were 
home, but I got out anyway and knocked at the door. After a 
minute, I tried the door and it opened. 

Hey, Frank? I stepped inside. 
The place smelled like bodies, metal, and a cloud of drugged 

urine. The floor was bare concrete down a hall, and in a couple 
rooms, the carpet had been peeled back and the padding left behind. 
There was no furniture. A couple bedrolls, a pillow, a cooler that 
was open and full of water. A closet door stood ajar in one of the 
rooms, and when I got near it, the hair on my neck stood up and I 
knew I wouldn’t like what I saw. I left, got in the truck, and drove 
home. Waiting for me was a letter saying to report to Quantico. 
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At 11:30, my alarm went off. I dressed and went in the kitchen 
to brew a pot of coffee, buckling my gunbelt. The light over the 
room flickered before it shone across the countertop and drawers 
and on into the dining room where the whiskey and letter sat. I 
pulled the coffeemaker from against the wall and opened one of the 
cabinets to find no coffee. I shut the light off and went out to the 
truck, drove to the 7-11. Checking my watch again on the way in 
the door, I nodded to Wendell, then filled up a cup of coffee and 
capped it and brought it to the counter. 

What’s goin’ on? I said. 
Oh, not much, Wendell replied, and rang me up. He looked out 

the postered windows to the night. 
Comin’ on or gettin’ off? 
Gettin’ off early tonight. 
I handed him a dollar. For anything special? 
He raised an eyebrow and handed me a nickel. Mhm. If only 

you weren’t working. 
I put the nickel in the take-a-penny jar. If only. I raised the cup 

and left. 
If I was quick enough, I could get in my cruiser and be back in 

time to see where he went. I drove to the station, checked in, and 
drove back into town. The 7-11 parking lot had a couple cars in it 
now, and I went on past, watching to see if Wendell was inside. I 
stopped the cruiser a little ways down the road and looked in my 
mirrors, saw someone tall come outside and get in a car. It pulled 
out of the lot, and I turned around, following as far back as I could. 
I just needed to know which way to head. I’d see the fire. 

He drove south, and I followed him for about twenty minutes, 
keeping back so I could just see the taillights. In the distance, a glow 
was rising up from the horizon, faint, banking off the cliffs. I let him 
go and waited, checked the time. It was early yet. I could find a 
sideroad to wait on or could head back toward town, maybe write a 
few tickets. Instead, I just pulled off the side of the highway and 
turned the lights off, waited. I wished I smoked. There was a little 
wind, and you could hear it whistle around the car, catch on the 
lightbar. I started to feel sick all at once, waiting on Frank to come 
so I could do I didn’t even know what. Before I left, before Dad 
died, I’d be going to this dance. Pockets full of change to buy the 
girls away. Frank and Soph would be there. We’d dance and listen 
to the pot drums. Eat dinner with the family the day after. 

A car sped by, and the brakelights went up as soon as they got 
ahead of me. I let them go, put the description away in my head: 
gold Sebring. When it was long past, I turned the lights back on and 
U-turned in the road, headed toward town. 
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I pulled over a vanful of tourists heading for a hotel in town. 
They were going to Monument Valley in the morning. I told them 
to go to the Anasazi and let them off with a warning. Enough time 
had passed, and I headed south. The sick feeling rose in my throat 
and tightened there as the glow of the fire got close, and then I was 
on it and the rocks opened so I could see everyone: the cars back off 
the road, the cut fence, the fire, the people around, Sophie and 
several others. There was a clutch of three men I didn’t know on the 
near side of the fire, and it happened so fast. The taillights of the 
Sebring were on the right, and as I stopped the cruiser, I saw one of 
them held a pistol. I put the spotlight on them and jumped out, 
pulling my gun. I couldn’t even see who held the pistol, if I knew 
him, if they were Dineh. 

Drop it! I crossed the cruiser, gun up. 
Frank was standing by the stolen car, in front of the Sebring. 

There was a bottle on the ground before the fire, and one broken 
and gleaming. The man holding the gun was white, had a scar 
cutting through his short-cropped hair. For a second, everything 
moved like syrup and then the moment was over, and the man fired 
at me and he and the others on his side tore for their car. I shot back 
twice. I keyed the mike on my shoulder and called in the scene to 
dispatch as the car sped off around the fire, sending everyone 
running and diving. I was headed toward them when I saw Frank 
slam his car door just as the Sebring sheared off the mirror, and 
there was a flash from the window when it passed. 

Is everyone all right? I held my hand out to the people coming 
to their feet and holstered my gun. 

Frank’s car started up, and I turned to look and to see which 
way the Sebring went. Nobody said anything, and I ran toward 
Frank, rapping on the body of the car as he brought it around and 
sped off. There was a bullethole in the driver-side window. I stood 
there for a few seconds, watching the dust ghost on toward the 
road, and then ran for my cruiser. 

He had a good headstart. Dispatch was hounding me for an 
update, and I didn’t know what to tell them, so I only said I was 
after the Sebring and the three in it. The road was straight and 
sloped down for a time, and I could see his headlights far ahead. 
Soon it would run behind a cliff, and it would take me more than a 
minute to catch sight again. Dispatch called and cut out, crackled. 
Nothing. It was just the cruiser and the wind, the lights flashing 
around and calling up nothing but dirt at the roadside as I drove by. 
The road began to turn, and I rounded the rock face and saw 
Frank’s taillights a half-mile ahead, lit hard, and the Sebring spun 
around, half off the road. As I came on them, the car reversed, 
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turned, and lit out south, out of my district. I pulled in behind 
Frank and he lifted his arm to wave. I got out of the cruiser and 
walked to his door. The glass was shot full of cracks. He rolled the 
window down partway and the glass fell in on him. 

Hey, brother. He was bleeding from the neck. Was I speeding? 
I leaned down. What the hell are you doing? 
Pushing my luck, I guess. He looked around himself and 

shrugged. He moved to get out of the car and I backed up, held the 
door open as he stood and tottered against it. He put his hand to his 
neck and looked at the blood. No getting out of this one, is there? 

I don’t know. 
Frank touched his neck again, head craned slightly, smiling. I 

rammed their car, he said. Ended up wrecking mine, not theirs. 
Well, he laughed, I stole this’n from them. So it all worked out. 

I’ve got a kit in the cruiser. I took Frank’s arm and started to 
lead him. 

It ain’t that deep. I’m okay. 
I stopped, stared at him. Look. I’m not going to arrest you. 
He smiled. The lights from the cruiser flashed in his eyes. 

Whole mess of beer in the car. 
I know. 
Frank walked to the back of the car and sat on the trunk, resting 

his feet on the bumper. With the spotlight still on, he was lit like 
day, and the blood that had run down his neck and arm was bright 
red. 

I’ll have backup soon. 
He studied the black field to the side of the road. What’re you 

gonna do with me? 
I never called you in. 
He looked down, his blood dripping into the dust. It’s tiring, 

walking with his ghost, y’know? I did the best I could with it. As 
good as I could. 

I wanted to cross the air between us, grab his shoulder. I didn’t. 
I’m sorry it was you. 

I’m glad it was. He looked up and smiled, half-smirked. You 
got away for a bit, at least. 

I came back. 
Why? 
I looked down the road. I thought I heard sirens. To walk with 

you, I guess. 
Funny way of walking. 
Yeah. Well. Your line ain’t exactly straight. I thumbed to the 

road behind me. They’re coming. What do you want to do? 
That’s not up to me. 
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I grimaced and turned away again. You got a gun? 
Yeah. 
Get it. 
I leaned into the cruiser and cut the lights, switching the 

interiors on. He took a nine-millimeter from the car’s console and 
handed it over. He watched as I propped myself over the side of his 
trunk, squinting for a moment. Two rounds through the windshield, 
and the dashcam burst. I gave the gun back to him. 

Start movin’. 
He took the gun, looking at our hands. Lines of dark, dry blood 

over the ink of his tattoos. We measured each other, and then he 
started walking north, moving into the ditch and hopping the 
fencewire as I watched. As he faded into the dark among the 
juniper and sage, I could see the first cruiser coming around the 
rocks. 
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ETTING INTO THE TREESTAND was a problem. 
Paul had the Mossberg slung over his shoulder, but as he 
climbed the steps, it kept knocking into his good leg and 
catching, and he had to shrug it back like a drunk fending 

against help. Once he was up, he brushed the snow from the bucket 
he used as a stool and eased himself onto it. He sat still. The snow 
made little crunching sounds falling onto the half inch already on 
the rails of the stand. They were thick, big flakes that melted slow 
on his face. When he exhaled, his breath drifted in front of him, and 
he was thankful for the lack of wind. If it picked up, he might not 
last long, even with the sun rising. 

The field below was humped in the middle, wooded on three 
sides, and fenced directly below him. There was open pasture to the 
rear for four hundred yards and then a country road, winding and 
thin. Deer could come in from any direction, and he just had to 
wait. He rested his gun against the rail beside him and massaged his 
right knee, working down with his palms and kneading the side. 
Keloid tissue, dark and angry, took up a wedge of flesh almost five 
inches across at the top and went down the length of his calf. Most 
mornings, he spent twenty minutes warming and stretching the leg, 
watching muscle ribbon under the scar. 

G 
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Bracing himself by the stock of the gun, Paul stood and leaned 
forward onto the front railing, laying the shotgun over it. He 
unzipped a pouch around his waist and pulled out two small antlers 
and rattled them against each other. The noise echoed across the 
field and into the trees, and he stopped, rattled them again, and then 
laid the antlers by. He’d put down scent all along the fenceline 
below him and had been seeding the place with acorns and salt. He 
put his hand over the triggerguard of the shotgun and waited. 

For a moment, the crashing was quiet enough that he thought 
about meat, about deer noodles, but then the noise got louder and 
random. It was coming from the north, and when he turned to look 
toward the end of the fencerow, he saw a man with a rifle tumble 
over the barbwire and weeds and spin about. The man recovered 
and started jogging along the bit of even ground between the pasture 
and fence. His hair was long and he wore a rough red beard, cover-
alls stuck with burrs on the sleeve. He was heading straight for the 
treestand. Paul cursed. The man kept coming, putting his hand on 
the tree to catch his breath, and when Paul shouted, the man tum-
bled back and stared up, hand over his eyes. 

Hey, dipshit, whatta you think you’re doing? Paul saw it was 
Crockett, and he pushed the safety off. 

Crockett lifted his rifle. Who’sat? 
You don’t keep that gun down, I’m gonna give you a helluva 

haircut. 
Who is that? Eckhardt? Crockett dipped the rifle only slightly. 

That you? 
Rogers don’t let anyone hunt this property. 
You’re here. 
Anyone but me. 
Well, he lets me, too. Said I could. Crockett gestured back 

toward Rogers’ house, half a mile south of them. 
My fat ass he did. You’re poaching, Paul said. 
You the game warden now? 
Paul pointed his shotgun toward the ground beside Crockett. 

I’m not about to let you hunt land you shouldn’t be on. Get your 
nutcase self gone. 

Go to hell. 
Paul glided the barrel closer to Crockett, smiling. All I gotta do 

is put one’a your bullets in this here tree beside me. Self-defense, 
case closed, the town throws me a parade. 

Crockett showed his teeth, spat, his lips trembling. He left the 
way he came, and Paul watched as he threw himself over the same 
section of fence. After he was out of sight, a shot ripped down the 
path, breaking twigs and sinking into a tree some forty feet away 
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from Paul. The shot echoed. The hair on his neck was standing, but 
he was still close to grinning. The sun was up now, and they’d 
made enough noise to keep all the deer spooked until afternoon. 
Paul sighed, put the safety on the gun, and stowed the antlers away 
in the pouch at his waist. He stared down at the ladder, sweating it, 
and shouldered the gun and turned, gripping the rails and then the 
platform and then the first step, hobbling down. He’d fallen from 
just a little higher than this, onto pavement. 

Rogers was pulling up the drive as Paul was stowing the shot-
gun in his truck. When he got out, Paul put up a finger for him to 
wait, and he rounded the truck to tell him he’d seen Crockett. 
Rogers just shook his head and told him to come inside. He led 
Paul in through a dark mudroom, past a washer/dryer and derelict 
kerosene heater he said he was fixing for a deer blind, and told him 
to have a seat at the kitchen table. Paul took off his camo coat and 
folded it over the back of the chair. 

Can make some coffee, Rogers said. 
No thanks. 
Rogers pulled his chair out and gestured at Paul’s. So, Davy 

Crockett was out here. 
Came walkin’ up the fenceline long about sunrise. 
That little jackass. You put the fear of God in him? 
Maybe. He let a shot off once he was out of sight. 
Rogers leaned back and drummed his fingers on the table. 

Guess we’ll just have to catch him at it, get the cops out here. He 
sighed. How’s that leg of yours? Seems like you’re getting around 
okay. 

Paul shrugged. That’s about all I got to say for it. He put on his 
coat and stood in the mudroom doorway. If I see Crockett again, 
I’ll put one over his shoulder. 

Sounds good. Take ’er easy. 
Paul went out. It was full day out now and cold, no clouds to 

keep the heat down. He drove slow, no one waiting for him at 
home, nothing to do. 

The house was quiet and light. He turned on the TV as soon as 
he reached the remote and changed out of his hunting gear, throw-
ing everything in the laundry room. He sorted through the hamper 
and started a load in the washer, then went through the house, the 
bathrooms, looking for anything else. The water had stopped when 
he came back, and he measured in the detergent and closed the lid. 
It was a long moment before he broke from standing on his good leg 
and listening to the washer churn, and he went into the living room. 
SportsCenter on, commentators droning. They would watch it in 
the firehouse, sitting around in plush La-Z-Boys, waiting for tones 
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to drop. It was a familiar, comfortable pain to think about, that it 
would never happen again. He could imagine driving back to the 
house and coming in just to hang out, everyone passing around 
him, barely speaking. A little bit of the death that was waiting for 
them, minus the pomp, minus the elaborate burial. 

Paul left the TV blathering and climbed the stairs. The rail 
shook under his hand, crooked over under his weight. He was 
nearly out of breath when he reached the top, but he didn’t pause, 
going on to the bedroom and stripping the bed, piling the soft, light-
blue sheets near the door and pulling the pillowcases free. When he 
had everything together, he threw all the bedclothes downstairs, 
watching them plummet to the floor below like a pastel asteroid. He 
changed the channel to ESPN2. He looked around himself and eyed 
the front windows and then the back, the windows beside the TV. 
He began pulling the curtains from the rods, going around the 
house and collecting them, tossing them bundled onto the sheets 
behind the couch. Back upstairs, he did the same. When he’d fin-
ished, the buzzer still hadn’t gone off for the washer, and he sat 
down for a breather on the loveseat, elbows on his knees, thumb 
pressed over his lips. He lifted the vase on the dining room table 
and pulled the tablecloth off, threw it with the rest. It wasn’t even 
noon. He dipped away for a while, daydreaming without the 
dream. 

The wash was hung up and folded before he picked the girls up 
from school. They were bickering as they got on 270, looping 
around the outskirts of Columbus. After they quieted, Paul zoned, 
looked at the crumbling brick on the southeast side, the old textile 
plant. Parking lots lined and broken by weeds. 

Where are we going, Daddy? 
Paul blinked. They had been driving for half an hour, long past 

their exit. I thought we’d just drive around a little. 
Emily asked for ice cream, and he didn’t even respond with the 

cold outside. He found a Graeter’s and got them cups of chocolate 
chip, watched Emily make a mess of herself. By the time they got 
home, the Sentra was already parked in the drive. He had Emily 
wipe her face before they went in. Jen was starting dinner, standing 
by the oven. The girls took off their shoes and headed for the stairs. 

Did you catch anything for us? 
Nope. You remember Davy Crockett? 
Which one? 
Paul sidled up to her, then went around her to the fridge for a 

beer. I guess you do. 
Hard to forget him, she said. Not everybody comes to prom 

with a topless Chevette and a case of Schlitz. 
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Paul let out a chuckle. Yeah. Anyway, he shows up about half 
an hour after I get there, stomping all around. Scared off all the 
game. 

You’ve always got some excuse. 
Hey, now. 
The stove beeped, and she set a tray of garlic bread on the top 

rack. So, what did you do? 
Said I’d shoot him if he came back. You know Rogers don’t let 

anyone hunt there but me. 
Uh huh. She pulled something from the fridge. 
Paul drank, held back a belch with his fist. That poster in 

Patricia’s room got me thinking, perfect job for me. He turned away 
and let the burp go. Cut the rest of this leg off and become a pirate. 

We don’t have a boat, she said. Why don’t you make sure the 
girls are doing their homework? Dinner’ll be ready in fifteen. No 
amputations without consulting me first, okay? 

He put his beer in the fridge. No amputations. 
It took a few seconds at the top of the stairs to get his breath 

before he looked in on Emily, scribbling on a math worksheet at her 
desk. 

How’s it going kiddo? 
She looked up, though her pencil didn’t stop. I’m not hungry. 
Too bad. You still gotta eat some greens. You almost finished? 

He came through the doorway and looked over her shoulder. 
She had drawn a stegosaurus biting the four of her last answer. 

Yeah. 
You have anything else to do? 
No. 
You sure? 
She nodded. He stood over her for a moment before setting his 

hand on her head and tousling the soft, dirty-blond hair there. 
Check your answers and come downstairs. 

He went out to the hall and stood outside Patricia’s room. The 
door was shut, the light on. He knocked to no answer and went in 
after a few seconds. She was on her bed with her headphones in, 
texting. When she didn’t look up, he put a hand on his hip and 
began moving his mouth like he was speaking. She took out an 
earbud and her face contorted. 

What? 
You all done with your homework? 
I finished it at school. 
All right, he said. 
Can you pick me up when I actually get out, instead of when 

Emily does? 
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Oh, sure. Can you give me the extra gas money? 
She rolled her eyes. 
After dinner, he sank into the couch and let his legs sprawl. 

Emily was helping Jen put the dishes away, and Patricia was on the 
computer. The TV was on low, and he could hear the keyboard and 
the water. He heard Emily ask her mother when he was going to 
put up the Christmas decorations, and he heard Jen hush her and 
say not to worry about it. After they’d finished, Emily came to sit 
beside him and they watched a movie, Jen walking in and out on it. 
Snow fell in specks of yellow light outside, the streetlamp glowing. 

When Emily had been put to bed and Patricia had retreated, 
Jen and he sat on the couch watching a show about prisons. They 
commented occasionally about the show but were otherwise quiet. 
Paul’s leg had ached throughout the day, and now it was throbbing 
and he blamed it on the cold. Jen brought him one of the last few 
Percocets he had, and he took it. They went to bed and as they got 
under the covers, he felt his mind splitting, and all night he watched 
Jen and himself sleep from beside the bed. He walked through the 
house without a limp and looked in on the girls, and he stood 
outside in the lightly falling snow and felt no cold. Back in the 
room, he was still sleeping, and Jen had rolled away with some of 
the covers. He had the urge to reach down and pat his own brow, to 
say goodnight to himself and to go to some other room in some 
other level of the house, where he could sleep. 

In the morning, he remembered the whole night and remem-
bered watching the dawn like a distant bank of fog over the field 
behind the house. He woke with the hallucination wavering, and for 
a moment, he was both standing by the endtable and rubbing the 
sleep from his eyes at the edge of the bed. It was still mostly dark in 
the room and outside, and then Jen had switched on the light and 
he covered his eyes. 

He washed all there was to wash by mid-morning. The dishes 
were done and put away, the clothes from yesterday in the dryer. 
He dusted. He read the paper and looked through the classifieds for 
jobs, any kind. He thought he might be able to drive a truck if he 
could keep his leg from cramping. 

The insurance company called around 1:00 that afternoon. He 
stood at the kitchen counter, switching the phone from ear to ear, 
holding a beer in his hand but waiting to open it. By the way she 
was talking, he could tell she only knew the account details, names 
and numbers and nothing else. She was speaking in the number of 
x-rays and procedures, the four surgeries, steel pins, the deductible. 

Ma’am, stop a second. Do you even know why I had all this 
done? 
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No. 
I fell during a training exercise. Thirteen feet, and my leg went 

to pieces. Do you know what I do? 
No. 
I’m a firefighter. 
We do insure a lot of firefighters. 
Are they all getting this raw deal? Should I of been out there 

protesting at the statehouse? 
Sir, that’s got nothing to do with me. 
I lost ten thousand dollars this year. Before I broke my leg to 

shit. You know that? He opened the beer and drank. I just want you 
to get my situation. You have all these ways to cheat me out of 
money, and meanwhile, I got less to begin with. 

I’m just doing my job, sir. I need to inform you about these 
coverage changes. 

Paul took another drink. He poured the rest of the beer into a 
glass and gulped it. 

Mr. Eckhardt? 
Ma’am, I have never lorded my job over anybody, but I run 

into burning buildings for a living. That’s what I do. You sit on 
your ass and tell people like me that they have to break into their 
kids’ college fund. Who’s got it worse? 

Mr. Eckhardt, if I had it my way, I’d clear your account right 
now. But this is the job I got. I can’t lose it. I have to send kids to 
college, too. 

Yeah. Yeah, I suppose you do. He leaned back against the 
counter, glass beside him. His scar rippled, contracted, and expand-
ed. The woman went on about what he needed to pay. He let her 
talk, mind wandering. A thought occurred to him and he kept 
saying yeah when he needed to, nodding along while he opened a 
cabinet and dug through a pile of folders and found a red one. 
Inside, he found his life insurance papers. He rummaged through 
them until he found his payout. He could do the numbers in his 
head. Less what he owed now, plus retirement, benefits, plus part-
time job doing whatever. Or the number just shy of half a million. 

Lady, I’m worth more dead than I am alive. 
What? 
My family’s better off if I wrap my truck around a telephone 

pole. 
That can’t be true. 
Oh, it is. I got a hefty life insurance policy. All these bills? 

Wouldn’t mean a thing. 
If you need to talk to someone, Mr. Eckhardt— 
Don’t worry about it. Just put my shit in the mail. He hung up. 
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There was a pressure behind his eyes that wouldn’t go away. He 
was in a daze for the better part of an hour. A month after the 
accident, there were weeks he couldn’t recall, had sleepwalked 
through. The whole crew coming to mow his lawn, a friend finding 
him with his .22 and a box of shells on the back patio, shooting at 
nothing. Things he had to be reminded of, like a drunkard. Patricia 
called. 

Can you please come pick me up? There’s some play in the 
commons, and I can’t concentrate. 

He snorted in. I tell you what. You can take the bus. It runs to 
the corner of Maple, and that’s just a couple blocks to the house. 

The bus? 
Yeah, the bus, he said. 
I should just stay here and wait on you; I’ll get home at the 

same time. 
Works for me, Patty-cake. 
She groaned and hung up. Paul set his phone down and went to 

the picture window in the dining room. It was overcast, and there 
was a weak breeze that shivered the trees. It made him cold just to 
look at it, and winter hadn’t truly begun. He hadn’t minded the cold 
until they’d had kids—maybe before then, when Jen and he were 
married. As a bachelor, he lived in little more than a shack, and 
winter was something to be endured, to grin at. Now, he resented it, 
hated the cold like it was a thing with intent. The walls around him 
and the windows and pipes and the natural gas heater were all 
precariously balanced, could fall, and somehow, that was a threat. 

Half an hour later, he was walking up the road toward the bus 
stop. The snow had partly melted and refroze into a thin sheen of 
ice over the sidewalks and road. The bus took off past the stand of 
trees at the intersection and was gone, and he waited to see Patricia 
walk around them. He’d josh her about the commute, about bums 
and the smells, and tell her he saw one of the girls at school drive by 
and see her get off. 

It took longer than he expected for her to round the corner, and 
he’d begun to turn back to the house. As he did, he saw her, turned 
back and waved, and she lifted her hand dismally. She was mincing 
her steps, watching the ice. He would remember time slowing down 
even before he saw the car, maybe before it started to swerve, and 
he hobbled along the sidewalk toward Patricia, flapping his arms at 
her and howling for her to stop. The car was fishtailing slowly, a 
silver Accord, and the rear of it spun forward and jolted over the 
sidewalk, clipping Patricia like a shark would a seal, spinning her 
over the top of the car. It came to a stop in front of her so that he 
couldn’t see, and he continued his broken gait on the street to find 
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her lying facedown. A woman was clutching the wheel, watching 
him with a frozen grimace like she was in rigor. He dropped to his 
knee beside Patricia, hard, feeling the joint pop, and ran his hand 
over her cheek. She rolled her head to see him, eyes already wet and 
red, chest shuddering to get her breath back. Paul had his phone out 
and was dialing 911, asking what hurt. She rolled over before he 
could stop her, and he saw her leg go crooked. The driver got out of 
the car and was standing over them both, crying and asking if she 
could do anything. He told her to get back in the car. 

Emily went home with one of her friends, and Jen got to the 
hospital about twenty minutes after the ambulance. They’d already 
put Patricia through the CT scan and were wrapping her right leg in 
a cast to mid-thigh. Paul left Patricia’s bedside to meet Jen at the 
hospital entrance, his leg engorged and knee aching. The doors 
opened as he was coming down the hall, and she ran to him. He 
told her she was fine, what all they were doing, and they started 
back for the room. 

How did it happen? 
The car went into a skid and ran up onto the sidewalk. It hit her 

from behind. She had those damn earbuds in. 
Why was she walking? 
Well. He paused. She called and said she wanted to come home 

early. I told her to take the bus if she wanted to. 
You what? 
She’s old enough. 
She’s not even fifteen, Paul. 
They had stopped, and she was staring at him. A nurse brushed 

past. When Paul said nothing else, Jen went on. He leaned against 
the nearest wall, watching her go, then looked back at the door. 
Patricia hadn’t said a word to him since they got in the ambulance, 
only puckered her bottom lip and grabbed the rails of the stretcher. 
There was a look in her eyes as they pulled her out of the back, at 
the doors of the emergency room. The sign washed her in red. 

The curtain was wrapped around the bed when he got there, 
and he saw Jen’s shoes under the bottom. He hesitated and was 
angry at his hesitation. The curtain was bland, pale-patterned green. 
The shoes moved a few steps, stopped, and the curtain ruffled. 

Patty? 
Stay there a minute. It was Jen. 
He stayed in the doorway, leaning against the right side of the 

frame. His mind had pulled back, as if on a ladder, and he was 
watching the slow workings of some other part of himself, watching 
it replay the day, the snow and the car, Patricia flipping, her head 
against the backboard. The medics knew him, and the young one in 
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back deferred to the elder, and he put the IV in quick and taped it 
off. 

Okay, you can come in. 
He pushed the curtain aside, the bearings rattling on the track 

overhead. The chair by the bed was open and he was tired, so he 
gave a wince of a smile to Patricia and sat, putting his hand on the 
bed. He looked at Jen. She had her arms crossed and seemed tall, 
lean. 

When are they gonna release you? 
Patricia shook her head. I think they said soon. She avoided 

looking at Paul. 
Jen sighed and shifted her feet. Do you want to go pick up 

Emily? 
Paul sat up, lifting himself onto his feet. Sure. He stood over 

Patricia and leaned down to kiss her forehead. She didn’t react but 
for a blink. Call me if something changes. 

Okay. 
He took the keys from Jen and stopped at the foot of the bed. 

Can I get you anything, Patty? 
She shook her head. He tried smiling again and walked out. 

 
 

 
THE CAR SMELLED like Jen, like coffee spilled on the floormat 
and whatever vanilla scent was coming out of a plug attached to 
one of the vents. He sat in the car for a bit before turning it on, just 
watching the sky darken and listening to his stomach roll and 
gurgle. The woman driving didn’t have insurance. There would be 
another hour of talking to his company, them claiming the CT scan 
was unnecessary or something like that, that the saline IV solution 
wasn’t covered, deemed elective, then the rate hike. He imagined 
himself finding the company’s building, driving through the glass-
front doors, and knocking over a ridiculous art sculpture, something 
in the middle of a shallow coin pond. Beating the president of the 
company against a cherrywood desk. 

He started the car. His palms were sweaty, and he couldn’t find 
the button to turn off the radio, NPR on loud to make out the 
whisper of the show host. The car skidded on the ground-in snow of 
the parking lot and then went forward easily where it was clear. The 
roads were wet and black, and it was warmer out now that the sun 
had gone down—It always seemed that way in winter. He thought 
of what he’d told the insurance woman on the phone, about hitting 
a telephone pole and killing himself, letting his family get the 
money. Ridiculous from start to finish, he thought, since suicides 



~ MOON UP, PAST FULL ~ 235  ~ 

 

got nothing. And he wasn’t there yet, wasn’t that sad. That weak. 
He cranked the heat up and turned the radio to a rock station. 
Patty’d stay home for a few days, maybe longer, would have a hard 
time getting up and down the stairs to hide away. It’d be good to 
have someone else in the house, especially her. 

Emily sat in the front seat, although she was too small for it. 
The neighborhood her friend lived in was well-to-do and most of 
the houses already had Christmas lights up. The street was so bright 
with them that Paul could see Emily’s face clearly, whipping back 
and forth to see certain arrangements, an air-filled snowman. 

Is Patty okay? 
Paul nodded. She’s all right. She hurt her leg, though. She’s got 

a cast on. 
Like you had? 
Not quite. Hers is just plaster. She’s not as fat as I am, so it hurt 

her less. 
You’re not fat. You’re big. 
Getting fat. 
Daddy. 
He smiled. They drove on out of the neighborhood and the 

lights fell back, and there was only the soft blue glow from the dash. 
They brought Patricia home that night, and Paul drove the 

truck back alone, following the girls. Emily waited at the door for 
him, and Patricia was already making her way for the stairs, work-
ing her crutches. Jen was at her side, and by the time he’d caught 
up, they were already on the third step, Jen boosting her under the 
shoulder on the side of the cast. 

If you wait, I’ll help you. 
I’ve got her. 
He put his hand on the banister, watching them go. Jen came 

down a minute later and passed him wordlessly, passing again with 
a glass of icewater and a cup of yogurt. He stayed at the stairs, and 
Emily stood by him. 

You hungry, baby? 
We had chicken nuggets at Ada’s. 
They went to sit on the couch together and watched cartoons 

until it was time for her to go to bed. He had the urge to pick her up 
and rush up the stairs, and after he’d stooped to lift her, he stopped 
and his eyes burned. She hadn’t seen and began climbing the steps, 
and he watched her, eyes wide to let the tears dry out. He followed 
after her and said goodnight, kissing her cheek and shutting her 
door. Patricia’s was open, and he filled the doorway, glancing at 
Jen and offering a warm, tight-lipped smile to the room. Patricia 
was covered up, the cast swelling the blankets around her leg. 
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How you doing? 
Okay. 
I guess we’ll get to hang out a little now, huh? 
I guess. 
You oughta pick out some movies for us to watch tomorrow. A 

whole pile of ’em. 
You don’t like my movies. 
I get bored sitting around here by myself anymore. He hooked a 

thumb toward the pirate poster of Johnny Depp on the wall. I’d 
even watch him. 

Maybe. 
His mouth pinched. Well. Pick some out, and we’ll watch 

whatever you want. Get some popcorn, some ice cream. He came 
forward and leaned down to kiss her forehead, and she shrank a 
little at the gesture. The kiss landed and he straightened, his eyes 
flitting to Jen, and he backed away like he’d done something 
offensive. Sleep well, babe. 

Patricia gave a little nod of her head and he stepped out to the 
hall. The TV was still on downstairs and a light by the doorway, but 
otherwise, the house was dark. He glanced up at the smoke detector 
on the ceiling, mind flashing to a scenario, Patricia trapped, unable 
to jump from the window. He shook it off and went downstairs. At 
the bottom step, he heard a door shut and saw Jen coming down. 
She followed him into the kitchen and they sat at the table. Jen 
stared at the placemat in front of her, lifting an edge and letting it 
back. Paul scooted forward in his chair until his stomach nearly 
reached the table. The refrigerator ticked and turned on. She kept 
her eyes from him for a long while and finally she breathed in and 
cocked her head slightly, stared at him, stood, and went upstairs. 
He waited until his back ached to move to the couch and try to 
sleep. 
 
 

 
IT WAS 5:00 IN THE MORNING, and he’d spent the last two 
hours trying not to thrash around in bed. He’d left the kitchen light 
on. There were dishes—How they’d slipped by him, he didn’t 
know. A scrim of orange ringed the basin of the sink. He reached in 
to drain the water, and through it, the skin on his arm stood out, 
paling some, and all the nicks and deeper scars highlighted. His 
arms were thinner. The drain gurgled, and he opened the tap for 
fresh water. 

He thought of the date and tried to do the math from his last 
duty day to find out what shift was on, coming off in a few hours. 
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Jen made him give the scanner away a few weeks after he’d come 
home from the hospital, when he was still blacked out, because he’d 
listen to it for hours and couldn’t be torn away. If he still had it, 
he’d know if they were on something, an accident or housefire, 
something. There were more fires in the winter. 

Just as Paul was pulling into the station, he saw the lights come 
up in the bay and the front doors opened, the ambulance and engine 
squeezing out and hitting the sirens. Paul watched them go and 
parked. He opened the door and dropped himself to the ground, 
trying to see in the front windows for anyone up and moving. Most 
of the crew would be out on the run, but his old shiftmates would be 
coming on in an hour, anyway. The door in back was open so he 
went in, walked the frigid hall past the office, waving at whoever 
might be there, and went on to the living room. The chairs were 
empty, the TV turned down to nothing, someone on Fox News 
talking silently. He stood resting his arms on a chairback looking 
from the TV to the windows lining the station walls, to the light 
coming up a blue gunmetal over the trees. In back, in the bunks, 
fans were whirring, the stink of a dozen men thick with fumes of 
gasoline and sweat blowing, recycling. There was something about 
the sensation, riding on the engine with the last moments of sleep 
still tangled up, unfurling and dropping away at the sight of smoke. 

There was a sound from the bunks and Paul turned toward it, 
then drifted back to the hall and went into the bay. The fuel smell 
was strongest here and he loved it, loved the grime from oil and dirt 
and old water from rolling up hoses. There was an anxious pres-
sure, a squeezing in his chest from being in the bay with trucks 
gone. The room was half empty, just the ladder and second engine 
left. His footsteps echoed. He left before anyone saw him. 

Driving back, he thought about working elsewhere, or just 
drawing what he could from medical and being the stay-at-home 
dad. Emily was a long way from college. A long way. He drummed 
his fingers on the wheel, made a left turn. The city dropped on one 
side, and there was a small cornfield clinging on, a farmhouse 
backed by a creek. He hadn’t been out to hunt at Rogers’ in a week, 
and the season would be over soon. It would be nice to get out 
there, but he’d barely make it before sunrise, barely get up in the 
treestand in time. He sped up. 

The house was still asleep. He left a note for Jen and started the 
coffee brewing. The shotgun was in a safe in the garage, and he got 
it out and went back to the truck, taking his coat and orange vest 
and throwing them in the passenger seat. It was a ways to Ohito, 
even further to Rogers’ place. He flew down the highway like he 
was peeling back the dark, wheels revolving Earth backward. It was 
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useless, but with the cloudcover, he figured, pulling into town, that 
it might be dark enough. 

He’d grown up in Ohito, started as a volunteer firefighter at 
eighteen, and moved to Columbus as soon as he got the chance. 
Coming back every fall for hunting, he got to see the town evacuate 
and rebuild its businesses, watch buildings disappear. Driving under 
the one stoplight, he could see how things used to be, where a brick 
two-story had been, a doctor’s office, a whole slew of trees. And 
then, the town was behind him, and the fields passed a brown-and-
bone from the corn stubble. 

Rogers’ place was off the state route, and Paul made the turn 
and let the wheel ease back to follow the road. He turned in Rogers’ 
drive and saw he was gone, still at work, and pulled the truck on 
down the grass lane back to the treeline. He put his coat and vest on 
and held the shotgun by the stock, smiling at his own lack of breath 
going up the rise. The snow was trampled by coyote tracks and 
others, deer and a man, probably Crockett poaching while no one 
was around. Paul examined the tracks around the treestand, bent 
slowly to paw through dirty snow to the droppings below. He rose 
up with his back cracking and put his hands on the ladder, climbed 
up slow, stagger-stepping. At the top, he sat on the bucket and 
loaded the shotgun with buckshot from a pocket of his coat. He 
breathed out slow, easy. The clouds were breaking in the east, and 
the sky was going pink. He was hot from the walk up but cooling, 
and he felt the heat coming off his cheeks and touched his hands to 
them. Movement halfway down the field at the treeline. He leaned 
forward and saw a doe step out, head lowered. She took another 
step and stopped, chewed at something, and perked her ears. He 
didn’t need a trophy. It would be good just to provide something for 
a change. He reached into the pouch for his call. There was a sound 
behind him, a scuffing. Crockett had come up quiet this time, and 
when Paul turned and stood to face him the rifle was already raised, 
and Paul just had his hand on the shotgun stock. 

For godsake, Crockett, start lookin’ to see if my truck’s here. 
Crockett spat, grinning, and returned his eye to the rifle sight. 

Paul put his belly to the rail of the treestand and went through the 
motion in his head, tossing the gun to his left hand and finding the 
trigger, pulling. It felt a little like getting ready to jump in a window 
from the ladder. He faked a slight lunge and watched Crockett’s 
eyes, watched him squint, watched the rifle stay on him. 

Well, Paul said. 
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