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Аннотация
Three short novels by the author of the cult classic Motorman
COTTAGE INDUSTRY
A bloody family drama about the bastard child of Charles Manson
After aiding in the murder of his aunt, Charles Manson's illegitimate son starts his own home euthanasia business.
Frequently interrupted by a PBS radio broadcast on American culture, Junior and Lorna capitalize on the population's desire to end the suffering of their family members with quick and painless death while living in their parents' basement. As the business grows, so does Junior's love for the job.
WIND WAGON
An absurdist western for the screen
After killing a gold prospector, shooting his own foot with a rifle, and killing a smithy, Howard Dewey sits in a jail cell, marking his time on the wall with lampblack, watching crickets copulate, sticking pill bugs in his ears, and memorizing the Bible.
While Dewey's beard grows longer, his failed partner in crime, Jonah, settles down on a worthless homestead to farm prairie dogs with his mail-order bride from Kansas City. A baby boy is born to them, four months premature with a birthmark the shape of a vestigial third eye.
Meanwhile, her entire family put in the ground by Dewey and Jonah, Miss Katie Binder, a woman with the power to heal all addictions, waits in an empty house for the legendary wind wagon to come tearing across the desert.
THE DEVIL IN KANSAS
Philip K. Dick meets the Cohen Brothers
After Sherry lights her house on fire with her motocross star husband trapped inside, she sets out on a road trip with her seventeen-year-old son, Joey — a talented musical saw player — across the country and into a bizarre alternate universe called Witchy Toe, which Joey has previously visited. Like Terry Gilliam's Brazil or the corporate world of Kafka, the rules in this alien city change daily, on the whims of unseen masters. As they struggle to survive in this strange new world, Sherry's not-quite-dead husband sets out on a slaughtering rampage from Colorado to the heart of Texas.
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Cottage Industry

[image: ]
A hippie pad, San Francisco, 1967.
Half-hidden in a fragrant cloud of incense, Vickie, eighteen, in swimsuit and high socks, punches the button on a tape player. An Indian-accented voice gives instruction: “Short of breath? Feeling tired all the time? Yogi Vithaldas recommends beginning with Sukhasana, the Easy Pose — a position of ease and comfort. To attain it, the student sits down on the floor with his legs stretched out in front of him. The right leg is bent at the knee and the foot is placed under the thigh of the opposite leg.”
Vickie follows the Yogi’s instructions.
In the hallway, her sister, Wendy, twenty-five, and Charlie, early thirties, stand outside a door. Wendy wears a thrift store ensemble. Charlie, in a leather-fringed jacket and elephant skin boots, carries a guitar over his shoulder like a shotgun.
Wendy searches through a mesh bag. “I’m wasted, man. I don’t even know where I’ve been for three days, much less where I left my keys.”
Charlie’s face has a translucent, prison pallor.
Vickie hears a knock, breaks her pose and shuts off the recorder. On the way to answer the door, she lowers the stereo needle onto Pink Floyd’s “Interstellar Overdrive.”
“That you, Wendy?” She looks through the peephole.
Incense smoke pours out when the door is opened.
“Yeah, sorry…Vickie, Charlie. Charlie, Vickie, my little sister. I told him he could take a shower. He just got out of prison. Isn’t that far out?”
“A political prisoner, man. Fuggin fascists don’t want free spirits like me runnin’ loose when there’s revolution in the air.”
He barges in and sits on the sofa, deftly rolls a cigarette from Bugler tobacco. Cigarette clenched between his lips, he tunes his guitar.
Wendy splashes on patchouli oil, grabs a jacket. “I gotta go. The Dead are playing in the Park. Ginsberg’s there. Aren’t you going, Vickie? You’re crazy not to. You going, Charlie?”
“After I shower.”
Vickie, a little anxious about being left alone with Charlie, follows Wendy into the hallway. “I’ll be there later. Gotta finish my yoga. Do I want to be alone with this guy? He looks creepy. Is he cool?”
“Yeah, he’s okay. Don’t worry.”
Back in the pad, Vickie resumes her yoga position. “Excuse me, but I have to finish my yoga.”
“I did some yoga in the joint. It’s a good time-passer. Which way’s the shower?”
“Over there, blue door. Maybe there’s a clean towel.”
Charlie produces a rabbit’s foot pill stash, unscrews its metal top and taps a purple tab into his hand. “You wanna drop? We’ll go dig the Dead.”
“I don’t know. I gotta do my yoga.”
“It’s trippy shit, man. Purple Haze.”
She extends her hand. “Okay, cool. What the fuck.”
He taps a tab into her palm. She pops it into her mouth. “You too, right? You’re gonna drop, too?”
“Fuckin’ A.” Turning his face to the side, he pretends to swallow one of the tabs. “Trippin’ in the joint, that ain’t fun.”
“Cool stash, man.” Vickie strokes the rabbit’s foot with the tip of her finger.
“Bought it off a lifer. He made ‘em in the shop. Sold ‘em to inmates. Had him a little cottage industry goin’. Raised ‘em in his cell. Guards and him had a deal. They didn’t give a shit about the feet. They wanted the meat. Kitchen guys was in on it, too. They scored lettuce and carrots. It was a good thing for everybody. They oughta run the fuggin world that way.”
“Nice boots, too.”
“Elephant skin. Got ‘em down in L.A. The guy in the store, he like says, ‘These boots are guaranteed road kill.’ I say, ‘Come on, man, a road kill elephant?’ He might’ve been jokin’. I dunno.”
Vickie, coming on to the acid, finds this unbearably funny, begins laughing uncontrollably.
Charlie showers, humming the tune to Duane Eddy’s “Rebel Rouser.”
Vickie assumes the lotus pose. She has a glass of water on the floor in front of her. In it, soaking, is a long piece of gauze. She listens to the tape: “Dhoti Kriya, or stomach cleansing, is one of the six processes of purifying the body. A long piece of wet cloth, like a narrow bandage, is swallowed slowly the entire length.” She swallows the cloth in small increments. “When the cloth has reached the stomach, begin to rotate the muscles surrounding the rectum. This gives a cleansing massage to the stomach, which removes accumulated mucus and keeps the stomach healthy.” She gags on the cloth, pulls it out.
Charlie enters wearing only a bath towel, sits on the sofa, strums his guitar. Vickie lies on the floor, coming on strong to the acid, a look of horror on her face. “God, man, this is waaaaayy too heavy.”
“Don’t be afraid, girl. The son of man is here. That’s me. Man-son. I’m the son of man and the god of fuck.” He drops the towel, kneels, removes Vickie’s clothes and unceremoniously mounts her. All but oblivious to these goings on, she stares into space, sobbing. When he’s finished, he hurriedly throws on his clothes, dumps the remaining tabs from the stash into his top pocket, then tosses the rabbit’s foot onto the floor. “There you go, girl. Keep that in remembrance of you know who.” He snatches up his guitar and leaves, slamming the door behind him. Vickie stares fixedly at the ceiling, her mind far, far away.

A Wichita, Kansas, bus station, late afternoon on a sweltering August Friday twenty years later. A bus pulls into the station and docks. People get off: two or three men in Army uniforms, old women and men, winos, college students, sleepy redneck couples with kids, and lastly Vickie, now in her late thirties, with her son, Junior, early twenties, and Wendy.
Junior bears a familial resemblance to Charlie Manson, particularly in the slightly crossed, empty black eyes. He carries a hunting knife in a leather sheath on his snakeskin belt and a guitar in a tattered case. He wears western boots and cutoff jeans. One earring is a crucifix, the other a swastika. On a leather thong around his neck is Manson’s rabbit’s foot stash.
Wendy’s Levis and western blouse fit her bone-thin body loosely. Her face is waxen, pale, her eyes unfocused. She looks ill.
Vickie, in vintage thrift store clothes and well-worn espadrilles, carries a capacious mesh handbag and wears oversized, oval sunglasses. Travel-weary, the three stand next to their luggage, eating granola bars, not sure where to go. Vickie takes off her sunglasses, blinks in the bright sun. “What do you think? Does this look like a place where we can start all over again?”
Junior salivates excessively, wipes the spittle from his lips with a bandana. “I don’t know about that, but I’m hungry enough to eat the ass end off a ministratin’ skunk.”
Wendy sits on her luggage. “I’m tired. I’m just tired.”
A bum approaches, shows a hand that appears to be withered, holds out the other for spare change. “Now, lemme tell you, I still got a piece of shrapnel in my head. Korea. Chosin Reservoir. Nineteen fifty-two.”
Junior reaches into his pocket for change. “If you spare us the rest of that fuckin’ story I’ll give you four bits.”
“I’ll take that deal.”
Junior holds the quarters above the bum’s withered hand, which opens to catch the coins as they are dropped one by one. “Thank you, sonny boy.”
“Where’s the closest place where we can get something to eat?”
“The Squat ‘n’ Gobble over on Broadway. Three, four blocks.”
“Thanks.”
The bum points at Junior. “Who you look like, man? I been rackin’ my brain.… Who the hell you look like? Somebody famous.”
“Yeah, people tell me that.”
The bum scratches his head.“Who is it? It’s on the tip of my tongue.”
Junior turns to Vickie as they walk away. “What’s he talking about? Who do I look like? My father? Who was he? You ever going to tell me?”
“Sometime I will.”
The bum shrugs and walks on.

The Squat ‘n’ Gobble Diner is one of many businesses in a strip mall surrounded by saturation-signage and urban sprawl. Its neon sign depicts a farmer chopping a turkey’s head off and blinks Breakfast. Lunch. Dinner.
An Animal Control truck is parked out front. A few harmless-looking, friendly dogs and cats are in cages, as is a raccoon and a rabbit.

Lorna’s voiceover: Daddy was working for Animal Control when he met Vickie at the Squat ‘n’ Gobble. Uncle Ray met Wendy at the same time. I hadn’t met Junior yet, but it wouldn’t be long before I did. It looked like Daddy and Vickie sort of fell in love right away. I think Ray and Wendy went along for the ride. They weren’t in love, not really. Wendy didn’t care. She was sick and she knew her life was basically over. What she needed was somebody to take care of her, that’s all. She didn’t know what she actually had, but whatever it was, it felt serious and chronic. First time I saw her I said, “She’s got a foot in the grave.” Ray said no, she was fine. Turned out I was right, he was wrong. And Vickie, I thought she was a burned out old hippie and didn’t have a living brain cell left in her head. Junior says she never would tell him anything about his father. Probably don’t remember.



Inside the Squat ‘n’ Gobble, Vickie and Junior set down their luggage and slide onto counter stools. Mickey Zook and his older brother, Ray, are the only other customers, sitting a few stools down. Mickey wears a khaki Animal Control uniform. Ray is in Carhartts, his hair red with brick dust.
A waitress gives Vickie, Junior and Wendy menus and stands there chewing gum, smoking a cigarette, her pencil poised above her order pad, waiting impatiently.
Junior scours the menu. “What’s this, lambfries? What’re those?”
The waitress blows a smoke-filled bubble. “Don’tcha know?”
“Never heard of ‘em.”
“They’re gooood, good, good. Trust me.”
“Yeah, but what are they?”
“Sheep’s things.”
“Huh?”
“Balls. They’re the balls off a sheep, battered and deep fried.”
Wendy is sickened by the idea. “Yuck.”
Junior closes the menu. “Shit, I’ll try ‘em.”
Vickie says she’s game, too. Wendy orders a grilled cheese.
“Somethin’ to drink?”
Wendy wants water, Vickie iced tea, Junior a Coors.
The waitress taps her pencil on Junior’s hat. “You twenty-one? You got a driver’s license? Anything shows your age?”
Vickie roots through her mesh purse, finds a Ziploc bag with documents inside. “Here’s his birth certificate. It’s even got his footprint if you want to check that out.”
Junior takes off a boot and puts a smelly foot on the bar. “You wanna see my foot?”
The waitress looks over the birth certificate. “Sorry, son. The City would close us down like that.”
Junior rolls a cigarette with Bugler tobacco and lights up. “Did my father smoke?”
“Yeah. Pall Malls.”
Vickie tosses Mickey a friendly smile. He instantly picks up his coffee and sits next to her. “Hi.”
“Well, hi, there.”
“Mike Zook. They call me Mickey. That’s my brother over there. Ray. He lays bricks.”
“Zook?” She rhymes it with “spook.”
“No, it rhymes with hook.”
“Glad to meet you. I’m Vickie. That’s Wendy. We’re sisters and you’re brothers. That’s ironic.” Wendy waves at Ray. He waves back. “And this is my son, Junior. We just couldn’t survive in San Francisco. It’s soooo expensive.”
“Too many cocks getting sucked, too,” Junior adds. “You could hear it at night. Slurp, slurp.”
Mickey and Vickie make strong eye contact. Ray sits next to Wendy.

A wedding chapel in a strip mall, a year later. The doors open and, unsmiling and matter of fact, Vickie and Mickey emerge as bride and groom, followed by Wendy and Ray, also as bride and groom. Behind them comes Lorna, eighteen, Mickey’s daughter by a previous marriage. Her nose, ears and eyebrows are pierced and ornamented, a stylized swastika tattooed on her neck. Black lipstick, long fingernails filed to points, bright orange butch cut with blue highlights. Then comes Junior, awkwardly dressed in an ill-fitting, out-of-style suit. A few other people straggle out behind him. In a shower of rice, the married couples drive away, Mickey and Vickie in the Animal Control truck, Ray and Wendy in a well-worn pickup.

Free State High School, 1995. Mickey, Vickie, Ray, Wendy and Junior sit in folding chairs watching a graduation ceremony. Wendy looks sicker than ever. She gazes dully at the ceremony, a trace of drool in the corners of her lips. Overdone makeup has given her a clownish, slightly demonic aspect.
The school band plays “Pomp and Circumstance” as white-gowned graduates promenade across the dais to receive diplomas from the principal, Mr. Smoot, an aging nerd with a crooked mustache, a rum-blossom nose and a pronounced tremor of the hands and head. Ready for a drink, he reads names rapidly from the end of the list.
“Johnny Shimizu?”
Johnny Shimizu receives his diploma enthusiastically, bows, shakes Mr. Smoot’s tremorous hand.
“David Waldrop…?”
David Waldrop receives his diploma. “Thank you, Principal Smoot.”
“Leslie Walker?”
Leslie Walker receives her diploma.
“Thank you, Principal Smoot.”
Lorna Zook nears the podium.

I remember graduation day. Don’t ask me how I got there. I hardly ever cracked a book, especially English. You have to wonder why they want to make people read all that ancient shit like Shakesbeard and Catch Her in the Rye. What’re you gonna learn from that? I missed more classes than periods.

Mr. Smoot’s trousers now show a urine spot. “And our last proud Free State graduate today…is it Zook, like spook, or Zook, like hook?”
“It rhymes with hook, Mr. Smut.”
The audience stands to clap for the graduates.
Mistaking the graduates for saints entering heaven, Wendy hums, almost inaudibly, the tune to “When the Saints Go Marching In.”

An obese girl, twelve, accidentally steps on Junior’s foot. He spits on the grass and angles the toe of his boot toward the shimmering wog. “Eat that you fat little piggly wiggly. You’re a disgrace to the white race. And watch where you step in the future.”
The girl sobs. Her obese brother, about fourteen, glares at Junior, who makes a throat-slitting gesture and wags his tongue. The brother quickly turns away.

Junior had a side to him that was a little bit hateful, but I was in love with him anyway. It wasn’t a real deep, deep thing. We’d been living in the same house ever since Daddy took up with Vickie and, I don’t know, we kinda got comfortable around one another, so we started getting it on, sexually speaking. Then Daddy married Vickie and I guess that put a bug in Junior’s head and he begged me till I said yes. I guess it was like, am I ever gonna be able to do better than him?



Mickey, Vickie and Ray beam with a kind of nervous, reserved pride. Wendy is expressionless. Junior anxiously approaches Mickey. “Me and Lorna’s been talking about getting married. You okay with that?”
Mickey looks at Vickie for guidance, then shrugs. “I guess I’m okay with that. You, Vickie?
Vickie shrugs. “I’m fine with that. When?”
“Pretty quick. Figure we’ll live with you guys…till we can scrape up enough dust to put down on a doublewide or something.”
After the ceremony, on the quad, families snap pictures and videotape the graduates. Using a throwaway camera, Vickie snaps pictures of Junior with his arm around Lorna and his hand on her ass.

The Jitney Jungle Supermarket parking lot, 1997. A beat-up ‘78 Chevy Monte Carlo pulls into a spot. The ignition is shut off, but the poorly tuned engine continues to diesel and sputter, causing the car to shake on its bad springs. The dim lights go out. Junior hops from the passenger side, swaggers into the Jitney Jungle.
Inside the Monte, the radio blares Alice Cooper’s “Eighteen.” Lorna opens a box of Sherman cigarettes. Only a yellow one is left. She lights it with a Zippo, smokes, watches Jitney Jungle shoppers come and go. The radio cuts out. She kicks the dash. The radio comes back on, but tuned to an NPR station and a droning, academic voice: “Because Americans come from varied backgrounds, many of them lack full social graces and have remarkably small vocabularies. They often seem rude to foreigners because of their tendency to speak in monosyllables, or answer a question with ‘Okay,’ ‘sure,’ or ‘nope,’ or greet you with ‘hi.’ This brevity is not a personal insult, though to those accustomed to gracious phrases, Americans seem blunt.”
“What’s this shit?” Lorna fiddles with the radio, but it seems stuck on that station.
An eighties Lincoln Town Car pulls into the slot in front of the Monte Carlo, an elderly woman at the wheel. Her enfeebled husband slumps in the passenger seat.
The Town Car bumps the Monte Carlo lightly.
Lorna leans out the window. “If you wanna play bumper cars, there’s a fucking carnival up the road.”
Neither the woman nor the man pay her any attention. The woman hobbles to the passenger side, opens the door, helps the husband out. They walk very slowly toward the Jitney Jungle.
Lorna leans out the window. “You’re too old to be driving. They oughta take your license away.”
The husband lowers his pants and wiggles his bare ass at Lorna. The woman flips her the bird.
Lorna is aghast at the sight.

In the Jitney Jungle checkout line, Junior carries a six pack of Coors Light and a can of Diet Mr. Pibb, but his jacket seems a little bulkier than it did when he went in.
“Find everything you need, sir?”
“Yo.”
“Paper or plastic?”
“Nuthin’.”
“That’ll be eight thirty-three.” The clerk looks at Junior’s jacket a little suspiciously. Junior tosses a ten on the counter. The next customer drops a watermelon on the floor, which bursts into a pulpy mess, distracting the clerk. Junior grabs his change and leaves quickly.

In the Monte Carlo, Lorna, pouting, smokes the yellow Sherman and fiddles with the radio, but it’s stuck on that PBS station: “How much more courteous it would be to use the Japanese phrase ‘Osore irimashita’ — ‘I am overpowered with admiration,’ rather than say ‘Too expensive’ and turn away. Both make it clear that since the price is too high the speaker will not buy, but the Japanese way is undoubtedly more gracious.”
She bangs the dashboard with her shoe.
Junior jumps in.
“Shit, Junior. Why don’t you fix this radio? I hate this car. It’s a fucking junker.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He unzips his jacket, removes shoplifted items: condoms, a razor, a couple of filet mignons, a frozen lobster, Shermans, and tampons. He tosses the tampons over to Lorna. “There you go, babe. Don’t want you bleeding to death.” He passes her a four pack of cream-filled doughnuts. She pops the Mr. Pibb, eats a doughnut.
“See that car, Junior?”
“That Lincoln?”
“Yeah, two old fucks. They pulled in and they hit us.”
“They hit us? Where?”
“Then the old man, he moons me. Then the old bitch, she gives me this.” She flips the bird to illustrate.
“Jeezis.”
“Why don’t they just stay home?”
“I’m with you, babe. Where’s old Hilter when we need him?”
“His name was Hitler, Junior.”
“I thought it was Hilter.”
“Hilter?”
“Yeah.”
Lorna shakes her head in disbelief. “Junior, we need a new raaaaaadio.…” She nods her head toward the Town Car.
“Arright, arright.” Junior reaches under the seat for tools wrapped in a chamois and tied with a leather thong. He selects a screwdriver, a small crowbar and some wire snips.
He smashes the Town Car’s window with the crowbar, opens the door, gets in. With practiced skill, he removes the radio in seconds, then breaks open the glove box and finds a nickel-plated 9mm pistol in a black leather holster.
“Bingo!”
Lorna watches Junior skulk back. He tosses the radio in through the window, then the pistol, before getting into the driver’s seat. “A nickel-plated niner. That’s worth some dust, man.” He starts the engine. It sputters and dies. He starts it again and the engine runs roughly. He jams the accelerator. The car lurches forward, then dies.
The elderly couple make their way to the Town Car. Lorna sounds the alarm out the window: “Shit! They’re coming!”
Junior cranks the Monte’s engine again. It starts roughly, sputters and smokes, but rumbles out of the parking lot. A tail light blinks on and off. A tire is way low.

Months later, Mickey, Vickie, Ray and Wendy emerge from the strip-mall wedding chapel and wait in the parking area. Wendy is now in a wheelchair. Her shoulders sag and her head droops to the side.
Junior and Lorna emerge from the chapel in their black, semi-Gothic jack-booted finery. Mickey tosses a handful of rice in their direction.
Vickie shouts, “Happy honeymoon!”
The unsmiling couple dashes to the Monte Carlo. HOT SPRINGS TONITE is painted across the rear window, cans strung to the rear bumper. The car peels out in a cloud of exhaust and the clatter of dragging cans.

Harley’s Pawn Shop, the same day. The Monte pulls in. Junior enters the shop with something heavy in a plastic grocery bag. Lorna waits in the car, listening to heavy metal on the new radio. She watches Junior negotiate the sale of the 9mm through the shop’s window. He returns to the Monte folding money into his wallet.

Early morning in an abandoned neighborhood. On the horizon, a huge factory blows sulfurous smoke from its stacks. Abandoned houses are boarded up, lawns uncut for years. Some of the houses have burned to the ground. There’s a kid’s abandoned lemonade stand, the pitcher half full of old, algae-covered rainwater.
Mickey’s Animal Control truck winds through the streets. Cages in its bed confine a few cats, a skunk, several puppies.
As Mickey drives slowly through empty, trash strewn streets with names like Happy Landing and Sunflower Court, a stray dog dashes in front of the truck with a KFC box in its mouth. Mickey slams on the brakes, jumps out and follows the animal with a net as it scuttles between two abandoned houses toward an abandoned park.
“Goddamn fleabag. Come on. Come to Daddy.”
The dog disappears into the weedy, abandoned park, Mickey in pursuit. He dodges around or jumps over rusting playground equipment, encounters stinging nettles, old sofas, partially burned mattresses, charred campfire circles, bottles, trash and wads of toilet paper.
He whistles for the dog. “Come on, now. Don’t play hard-to-get, you little bitch.”
He makes his way through a thicket, is stung by a wasp, scratched in the face by a thorny vine, then steps in a pile of dog shit. After cleaning that off with a stick, he ventures further in, until he stumbles into an encampment of homeless men. Two are crouched over a smoldering fire, drinking wine. A third holds back a growling, white German Shepherd at the end of a thin rope leash. Mickey is petrified. The leash breaks and the dog rushes at him.

Daddy’d been working for Animal Control a long time. He didn’t make a lot, but we got by on it. Plus Uncle Ray chipped in his Social Security check every month. His legs went bad and he had to retire from bricklaying. Vickie, she spent all her time taking care of Wendy, so we wouldn’t have to hire a nurse. Junior and me, we sat around all day watching TV. Mostly we mooched off Daddy, till he had some kind of a flashback or a recovered memory or something mental. Everything got very bizarre really, really fast.
What happened was, when Daddy was seven, he was skipping down the street in his cute little cowboy boots and his two little plastic six-guns and there was this pack of stray dogs eating garbage out of a turned over can. One of them was a white German Shepherd that, without any warning at all, bit him a bunch of times on his little ass. He was so scared he pissed in his pants. It was a bad thing to remember, so he forgot it, or he thought he did anyway.

Pale with fear, hyperventilating, Mickey jumps into the truck and slams the door. The frothing shepherd snaps again and again at the window. He jams the truck into gear and peels rubber, drives rapidly around the corner and stops, pulls into a driveway and gets out. He nearly comes to tears when he looks down at the spreading piss stain in his khakis. He gets back into the truck and drives slowly away.
An hour later, he arrives at the animal shelter. The barking of dogs, the mewing of cats and the howl of parrots is almost deafening as Mickey walks dejectedly into an office labeled Director.
At a cluttered desk sits Lorraine, forties, sexually ambiguous, combing a fat cat in her lap and chomping on a cigar. She has what appears to be a patch of mange on her throat.
“What’s up, Zuke?”
He drops the truck keys on her desk. “It’s Zook, remember? Rhymes with hook.”
Lorraine notices the piss stain. “Oh yeah. You got a problem, Zook?” She points her cigar at his crotch.
“I’m gonna give notice and move on. Some other kind of work.”
“Why?”
“I’m not good at this.” A bead of perspiration rolls into his eye.
“That’s true.”
“And I had a recovered memory. A dog bit me when I was a kid, a white shepherd. Another one came after me this morning.”
“Big fucking whoop. How much notice you giving?”
“I’m outta here right now.”
“Thanks a lot, asshole. Now I gotta beat the bushes for somebody else.”
“I’m sorry, Lorraine.”
“You do know there’s no jobs out there, right?”
“Yeah, I know. I gotta chance it.”
Lorraine leans back in her chair, puffs on the cigar. “Maybe I’ll hire an ex-mailperson. There’s gotta be a get-even-with-dogs mentality there.”
“Yeah, maybe so.” Mickey reaches out to pet the cat, which hisses, then viciously scratches his hand. Lorraine has to chew on the cigar to contain her laughter.
Mickey leaves, patting his bleeding hand with a handkerchief.

The Zook home, later. Lorna watches a cooking show on TV. Junior reads the Weekly World News. Mickey enters, his shirttails out to hide the piss stain. Neither Lorna nor Junior notices him.
In the bathroom Mickey dumps his pissed-on khakis into a laundry hamper and steps into the shower. His eyes well up, but no tears are shed as he turns on the shower and water cascades down his face.
In a bedroom, Vickie sleeps off a hangover, drooling, snoring oafishly. A big bottle of generic Ibuprofen sits on a bedside table next to a half-finished glass of wine. People’s Court is on the small TV.

It’s lunch hour at the Squat ‘n’ Gobble. The parking lot is almost full. Behind the diner, a poorly dressed but industrious Asian man, sixties, pedals his basket-equipped bicycle up to a dumpster and picks through the trash with a stick. He finds a portable radio with a cracked case, wipes it off, turns it on. The batteries are weak, but a station comes in. He listens as he continues picking through the trash. It’s another academic voice on NPR: “By the end of the Civil War, Northern industrialism had triumphed over Southern agrarianism, and from that victory came a society based on mass labor and mass consumption. Mechanization displaced hand work on farms and in factories. Americans left the farms to seek jobs in urban factories. In the cities, swollen with growing numbers of the poor and the unskilled, angry forces were stirring that would profoundly alter the nation’s politics and its social ideals.”

Inside the Squat, Mickey lunches with friends: Wayne, a postman with a runny left eye, Walter, a butcher in a bloody smock, and Myra, forties, a thin, writerly-looking woman who bears a strong resemblance to Joyce Carol Oates. She drinks coffee and reads a paperback book. Wayne and Walter eat huge, fat-laden lunches, grunting with pleasure.
Wayne is miffed. “Mick. Animal Control? Where’s the control? My neighbor had some kind of yap dog, a pink-yer-nees.”
Myra corrects: “That’s Pekingese, Wayne. They’re named after Peking, China.”
“Thank you Myra, the walking dictionary. So the neighbor’s walking her Peek-a-nees. It’s in heat. Here comes this great big huge Rottweiler, loose as a goose, and it impales that little bitch on its dick and drags it six blocks before it drops off dead.”
“Don’t blame it on me. I quit today.”
Myra seems more alarmed than anyone else at the table. “Why, Mickey?”
“I’m afraid of German Shepherds. It was a repressed memory. One bit me when I was a kid. It almost happened again today. The whole thing came back. What’s up with a dog catcher that’s afraid of dogs?”
Walter chuckles. “One of my repressed memories came back one time to haunt me. It was my first wife…. Hey, I gotta get goin’. July Fourth’s coming. Huge push. Biggest meat-eating day of the year, you know.”
Wayne eats the last bite of his meat loaf. “Yeah, I gotta go schlep some mail.”
Wayne and Walter leave.
Mickey moves closer to Myra. “What’re you reading?”
She holds out the book. “Abracadaver. I love it.”
“You read a lot of mysteries.”
“Guess what? I started writing one yesterday. It’s about a magician. He makes his wife disappear. Permanently.”
Mickey whistles and makes the sound of wind. “It was a dark and stormy night…and a cold wind howled over the moor. What’s a moor anyhow?”
“A big open plain with peat bogs. The wind blows all the time.”
Under the table, Mickey clasps her hand. “You gonna be home this afternoon? I gotta talk to somebody. I don’t want to go home.”
“Sure. Please do come over.”
“I gotta find work, but there’s nothing out there. I don’t qualify for anything, either. I got, what, two or three months and that’s it. I’m in bankruptcy court.”
Myra glances sideward. “Here they come. Two of your loved ones.”
“Don’t tell them I quit. I’ll tell ‘em all later when I get home.”

In the parking lot, Junior and Lorna get out of the Monte. Their clothing styles have evolved from Gothic to militaristic. They wear cammy jackets and heavy boots. Junior has on a black ball cap that says: Eventually, Why Not Now? Lorna smokes a red Sherman.
They enter the diner as an elderly couple exit. The woman does her best to guide her stroke-victim husband toward their car. He is in pajamas, his slippers on the wrong feet. Junior and Lorna are annoyed at having to wait for the couple to get oriented and out of the way. Lorna steps on her cigarette. “Promise me one thing, Junior. If we ever get like them, shoot me in my sleep.”
“You got it. Then what? I whack my own ass?”
“I don’t give a rat’s ass, fool. I’m dead at that point.” She gives Junior’s bun a good squeeze as they enter the squat.
Myra is not happy to see them. “Why don’t you make them go to work, Mickey?”
“She’s too mean to hold a job. Him, he’d rather go to the gas chamber than look for a nine-to-five.”
Junior and Lorna sit at the table without acknowledging Mickey or Myra in any way. A waitress gives them menus and tops off Myra’s coffee.
Lorna hands back the menu. “Double cheeseburger, fries, and a chocolate malt. Hurry it up, okay?”
Junior says, “Same for me.”
Mickey thumps a sugar packet with his finger. “What are you two storm troopers doing today? I know what you’re not doing. You’re not looking for a job, right?”
Lorna snaps, “No, Daddy. I think maybe we’ll go over to that Jewish cemetery, dig up a body or two, and defile them.”
Junior likes the idea. “Yeah! Count me in on that.”
Mickey shakes his head. “Cut the crap. Get a job. Both of you.”
Lorna licks her lips as their food is served. “Jesus, Daddy. All you ever think about is jobs. What we do with our days is none of your nosy-ass business.”
Lorna hungrily downs her food. Myra watches in amazement. “How can you eat like that and still be skinny?” She sticks a finger into her mouth and makes a vomiting gesture. “Is that how you do it?”
“Fuck you, Myra.”
Junior pats his pockets. “Ah, shit, where’s my wallet? Did I leave it home again? Mick, can you take care this check…till tomorrow?”
“Don’t call me Mick. It’s Mickey to you.”
“All right, Mickey, will you take care of this?”
“Yeah, but it’s the last time.”
Lorna sucks the last of her malt through a straw and stands up. “Gotta go to the ladies. Back in a minute.”
In the restroom, Lorna has just finished purging. She flushes, then stands at the mirror rinsing her mouth. She pulls her fanny pack around to the front, takes out lipstick, applies it.

I always liked to eat a lot. I guess I was really a fatso in a hot body. That’s why I hadda get rid of it before I blew up like a blimp. Some people think that’s a mental thing, purging, but I don’t. They also say you can’t have your cake and eat it, too. But I could, in a way. You know what I’m saying? I didn’t worry either ‘cause I made up my mind I was gonna stop purging as soon as Junior got me pregnant. Cold turkey.

A trailer court, afternoon. A light rain falls. Mickey’s ‘78 Ford, blowing smoke, pulls up to a trailer. When he shuts off the noisy engine, the sound of rapid typing can be heard above the rain. He knocks on the door. The typing stops. Myra lets him in.
A short time later, they lie in bed after sex. She smokes a cigarette and drinks peppermint schnapps. He drinks a Mickey’s Big Mouth beer.
“My life stinks, Myra.”
“You’re going to worry yourself into a heart attack.”
“Which wouldn’t be a bad thing. It’s like an elephant steps on your chest. It hurts a little bit, and boom, you’re history.”
“Turn over. I’ll give you a back rub.”
An hour later, as Mickey snores in the bed, Myra types, whispering the words to herself: “He was nearly bankrupt. His brother’s dying wife was costing him an arm and a leg.” She takes a drag on the cigarette, thinks, has a slug of schnapps, continues typing and whispering. “It wasn’t cheap — the breathing machine, the feeding tubes, medicine of all kinds. And he was bearing the financial brunt, with absolutely no help from his family.”

Outside the Zook home, an aging, split-level rancher, probably built in the late fifties. The neighborhood is shabby, the houses in disrepair. Overturned garbage cans are everywhere, trash blows in the street, stray dogs eat garbage. Junior’s Monte is in the driveway. Also in the driveway is a rusted ‘78 Ford Torino with a dragging muffler.
A stray dog turns over a full garbage can. Ray steps from the house with an empty pint of Jack Daniel’s Red in his hand. In Bermuda shorts, knee-high socks and a T-shirt, he is flushed with anger and runs at the dog. “Get outta here!” He hurls the bottle at the departing animal. It misses and shatters against a dead tree. Grousing and cursing under his breath, Ray heads for the garage, stops for a moment, looks up at the window to Wendy’s bedroom and makes the sign of the cross.
In the room, Wendy lies in a vegetative state, breathing by virtue of a ventilator. Someone has rouged her cheeks, mascara’d her lashes, tweezed and penciled her eyebrows and painted her lips a lurid shade of red. A small TV sits on the dresser next to wilted flowers, tuned soundlessly to the Shopping Channel. A fat, black fly crawls on the screen.
Vickie enters and changes the intravenous drip, takes Wendy’s temperature, checks the ventilator.

They made me and Junior take the basement room ‘cause Wendy was in our room. Why didn’t they put her in the basement? She didn’t have a clue where she was…and sure as shit couldn’t care.



The sound of dogs barking in the distance. A large lawn mower engine starts up.
Ray rides out of the garage on a battered old riding mower and onto a lawn that’s much too small to justify the huge machine.

Inside, Junior sits at the dining table with his feet up, smoking a hand-rolled Bugler cigarette and reading the Weekly World News. A fly swatter sits atop additional supermarket tabloids. When the mower revs up outside, he puts in earplugs, returns to reading. The doorbell rings. He removes one earplug, slams the tabloid shut and answers the door.
A florist delivery person hands him a bouquet. “Good morning. Floral Fantasies. Flowers for Wendy Zoo…uh…Zoh….”
“Flowers? Are you fucking kidding me?” He signs for the flowers, slams the door, drops the bouquet into a trash can, settles in with a tabloid again.
Vickie enters in a chenille bathrobe and rubber flip-flops, her hair frowsy from lying in bed. When she opens the refrigerator, a big, sluggish fly nearly smacks her in the face as it escapes.
“What was that, a flying grape?” She chases it with a fly swatter until it lands on Junior’s tabloids, where she swats it.
“Thank you, Mother. That’s nice.”
“Your Aunt Wendy looked terrible today. Pale as a ghost. So I put some makeup on her.…” She pops a Miller Lite, has a slug. “Plucked her eyebrows, too, and did her nails. She’s my sister, Son. We have to take care of one another. We have to love one another.”
“Americans are the weirdest people on Earth.”
“What are you, a Serb?” She spots another fly. “And talk about weird.… We never used to have all these flies around here.”
“They can smell death, like buzzards.”
Vickie swats the fly on a burner of the stove, picks it up with a paper towel, dumps it in the trash and rescues the flowers.
“Why are these flowers in the trash?”
“Why would anybody send a fifty dollar bouquet to a vegetable? How about a check to the family? We’re the ones suffering. Now leave me alone. I’m reading.”
“Mercy, Son, mercy. I know you had a heart when you were born.” She puts the flowers in a vase.
Lorna enters the kitchen from the basement in her panties and bra, yawning, smoking a brown Sherman cigarette. “What did we do last night, Junior? I’m wasted.”
Vickie has a long swallow of her Miller Lite. “Didn’t I ask you not to smoke in here? You know I’m allergic.”
Lorna turns on the tap in the kitchen sink, drowns the butt and drops it into the drain. “What a pest you are, Vickie. How does Daddy put up with it?” She drinks from a carton of milk while chewing up a Pepperidge Farm cookie, then sits down on the sofa to watch Gilligan’s Island.
Vickie examines the interior of the fridge. “How many times have I begged you to put the tops back on things? And look at this — an empty ice tray. What’s the point? And that thing back there.” She takes it out with a pair of tongs, examines it. “It looks like a dead mouse.”
“Shut up, please. I’m watching Gilligan.”
“Why don’t you two go out and find something useful to occupy your time. Look at Ray out there. He’s cutting the grass.”
Junior rolls a Bugler cigarette. “Would a man in his right mind do it every day? The grass is stunted. He’s killing it. That machine oughta be in Yankee Stadium.” The mower stops. “Peace at last. Good gawd almighty, peace at last.”
Vickie spills a little beer on her nightgown. “His wife, my sister, is dying. Give him some space.”
Ray sticks his head in the door. “Morning all. Lawn’s done. Think I’ll go for my walk…wanna let that big mower cool off before I put ‘er back in the garage.
Vickie gives him a twenty. “Here, pick up a couple pounds of burger and a twelve pack of Lite.”
Ray steps onto the porch. Before setting out for his walk, he slips a half-pint of cheap vodka from a back pocket and guzzles half of it.

A few hours later, Vickie busies herself getting dinner ready, sipping her beer.
Lorna watches The Price is Right.
Junior reads the Weekly World News.
Lorna mutes the TV. “Hey, Vickie? I got a question. Why don’t we put her in the basement, instead of us? It’s cold down there. I hate it. We want our room back.”
“The day after she dies, you get your room back. End of story.”
Lorna grabs two franks from the fridge. “Vickie, you’re a fucking idiot.” She eats them on the way to the hall bathroom. Junior heads for the basement, slams the door hard. The sound of Lorna purging.

A street near the Jitney Jungle. Ray, with the burger meat in a plastic bag and the twelve pack tucked under one arm, walks along, humming “Don’t Fence Me In.” Suddenly, from out of nowhere, comes a stray dog. It chases him, grabs his Bermuda shorts, rips them half off. Ray falls into the street. A truck approaches, swerves to miss Ray, but runs over the beer. The dog chomps into the burger meat bag and runs off with it. The truck continues on. Ray limps toward home, shaking his head, holding his shorts together.

Mickey enters the kitchen-dining area of the Zook home. Lorna, in shorts, black boots and a black bra, eats a quadruple-decker bologna sandwich with loads of mayo and watches the Shopping Channel. Junior sits beside her, sharpening a knife. Nobody acknowledges Mickey’s presence. He slumps down at the dining table. “Bad news, folks. I quit my job.”
Junior nearly cuts himself with the knife. “You shittin’ us?”
“I don’t want to talk about it right now. I’m tired.”
Vickie pops another Lite. “That’s like really bad news. We’re gonna end up on the street.”
Mickey summons the energy to speak: “Everybody’s got to go out and earn some money.… I can’t carry the weight any more.”
Vickie objects strenuously. “If I go to work, who’s gonna bathe Wendy up there? Who’s gonna treat her bed sores? Volunteers, raise your hands.”
No volunteers.
Ray enters, limping to the table.
Mickey sits up. “What happened to you?”
“Stray mutt chases me into the street, damned near gets me hit by a truck, then takes off with the hamburger. And the truck runs over the beer. Why don’t you pick up that fucking land shark and gas it?”
“I quit my job.”
“Holy shit, what do we do now?”
“Everybody’s gotta look for work.”
“Who’s gonna hire a sixty-year-old bricklayer with bad legs and arthur-itis. I’m already forking over my Social Security check to you people. What do you want, blood?”
Junior gets in Ray’s face. “It’s like obvious why he moved her in here in the first place — so Vickie, my mother, could do all the nursing instead of him.”
“If I’m a burden, I can go live down at the Salvation Army shelter, if you want me to.”
Lorna mutes the TV. “That would free up a room, wouldn’t it? I hate that basement. I found a snail in my shoe yesterday! A snail!”

An hour later, they silently eat sandwiches.
Mickey says, “I want the job hunt to be in full swing tomorrow. Start with the classifieds.”
Vickie says she has to go brush Wendy’s hair and maybe put some makeup on her.
Junior buries his face in a comic book. “Un-fucking-believable.”
Lorna’s mouth is full. “Brush your own hair, Vickie. It looks like a rat’s nest.”
Ray lowers the Weekly World News he is reading. “Say, Vick, don’t forget to put cortisone cream on her sores. I’d do it, but you know how it churns my stomach.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know.”
Lorna angles toward the bathroom, her finger already in her mouth.
Ray shakes his head. “I guess taking on a nurse would put us in the poor house pretty quick.… Do they even have poor houses any more?”
Mickey reclines on the sofa, yawns and closes his eyes.
Ray rubs his hip, surveys his torn clothes. “That mutt’s a menace. Somebody oughta do something. If I thought it’d do any good I’d put out a…what do you call it?”
Junior perks up, “A bounty?”
“Yeah, a bounty.”
By now, Mickey is snoring.
“How much of a bounty? I mean, what would you pay somebody to take care of the problem?”
“Even under my poor circumstances, I’d set it at a hundred and fifty.”
“Serious?”
“Anybody handed me that little land shark’s ears in a plastic bag, I’d fork over a hundred and a half. Sure I would.”
The sound of Lorna purging.

The Zook kitchen-dining area, late evening. Mickey is sound asleep on the sofa. Ray, in his underwear, polishes off a Lite beer, stands beside the sofa. “Mickey? You asleep?” He gets no response. Louder: “Mickey.” Mickey rolls over and falls into a deeper sleep with louder snoring. Confident Mickey is out of it, Ray gets a flashlight from a kitchen drawer and hurries upstairs, tiptoes down the hall and enters Vickie’s bedroom. She’s half asleep. Ray pulls off his T-shirt, kicks off his slippers. “How about a little doggie style?” He pulls down his boxer shorts. “Mickey’s asleep, dead to the world.”
“Not tonight, Ray. I’m tired. I need my sleep.”
“How tired can you be? All you gotta do is lay there. You can doze right off when I’m done.”
“Ray, please. Some other night.”
He picks up his T-shirt and slippers, mutters inaudibly on his way to the door and into the hallway, where he pauses at Wendy’s door, then enters.
Bathed in the light of the Shopping Channel, Ray is ashamed of what he is about to do. Nevertheless, he shakes his head, makes the sign of the cross, and climbs into Wendy’s bed.

Meanwhile, Mickey remains asleep on the sofa, while Junior, dressed in black, looks into the cabinet below the kitchen sink, finds a tin of rat poison, then takes a half-used package of liverwurst from the fridge. When he does, a fly escapes, buzzing off into darkness. He shapes the liverwurst into a ball, then pushes his finger into the ball to form a pocket, which he fills with rat poison and then seals. He places the liverwurst ball into a Ziploc bag and grabs a pair of poultry shears from a drawer.

Junior drives past the Jitney Jungle looking for the dog. When he spots it eating garbage on a lawn, he flings the poisoned liverwurst over the roof of the car. It lands on the lawn and the dog quickly wolfs it down.
After parking the car, Junior rolls a Bugler cigarette and has a smoke while he watches the dog die, a process he observes with great intensity and pleasure.

In Wendy’s room the digital clock says 12:45. Ray, quietly sobbing, stands at Wendy’s bedside. Her hair is mussed, but there’s a hint of redness in her cheeks and what might be construed as a slight smile.
“I’m sorry, sweetie pie.”

The sun streams across Wendy’s face the next morning. She still has the subtle smile and rosy cheeks. Vickie enters with a makeup kit. “Gooood morning. How’s my big sister doing today? Let’s pretty you up and then I’ll feed you.… Look at those rosy cheeks. Is it too warm in here? How’d your hair get all messed up?”

The Fourth of July, a lazy Saturday, the sound of fireworks in the background.
Lorna, stretched out on the couch, watches L.A. Law, smokes a green Sherman cigarette, drinks Diet Pepsi. Vickie is seasoning a slab of ribs in the kitchen. Junior enters reading the Weekly World News. “Hey, Babe, listen to this shit. They wanna take brain-dead people and put ‘em in warehouses…test drugs on ‘em, harvest the organs. The idea’s like…no more dead weight. Get it? You can carry your weight even when you’re dead.”
“That is sick.” Lorna mutes the TV, heads for the fridge.
“Wait. Check this out. Young dead women could have babies for live people. They could be cheap prostitutes, too. They’ll put live prostitutes out of business. It’ll save marriages. That’s what it says here.”
“That’s total bullshit. Total.” Lorna grazes in the fridge, stuffing herself with this and that. “Where’s that liverwurst?!”
Ray enters. “Good news. I took my walk…didn’t see any sign of that dog. I think it’s moved on.”
“It has moved on, Ray, up to doggie heaven. You owe me a hundred and a half. I did the dog last night.”
“You did? How?”
“Rat poison. In some liverwurst. Remember? The bounty?”
“Oh, yeah.”
Junior dumps the dog’s ears from the Ziploc bag onto the table. “There’s the proof. Pay up.”
Mickey comes out of the hall bathroom hiking up his pants. “Looks like dog’s ears to me.”
Vickie lets out a screech.
Lorna comes over for a look. “Wow.”
“You and me had a deal. You wanted the dog whacked. I whacked it. Now you owe me some dust.”
Vickie runs to the window and closes the drapes.
Ray says he doesn’t have it in cash. He’ll pay tomorrow.
“Give a hundred of it to Mickey. Consider it me and Lorna’s room and board for a week.” Junior scoops up the dog’s ears, lofts them into the kitchen trash.

A few hours later, at the dining table. With fireworks popping in the distance, the family eats hamburgers and Tater Tots.
Junior clears his throat. “Ray, tell the truth. Sometimes, don’t you wish she would die? Just fucking die.”
“Can’t deny it. I do, sometimes…wish she would die. I sure do.”
Vickie swallows a mouthful of burger. “I don’t wish she would die. Junior, stop that talk.”
“Mother, you’ve been taking care of that human cabbage for nine months. Come on. Truth out. You must’ve thought about it.”
“Yeah, I’ve had thoughts. You can’t keep a thought out of your mind.”
“What thoughts?”
Vickie tears up. “I wish there was a place we could take her and say, here, give this good woman a peaceful, painless, dignified death.”
Ray thinks a hospital could do that without changing too many routines. Mickey thinks if she wants to hang on, let her. “But I’m telling you honestly, if she passed on tonight…it’d be a big relief for everybody.”
Ray can’t believe his bad luck. “Two more years and she would’ve been on Medicare.”
Vickie swats a fly on the table, then raises her beer in toast. “Here’s to everybody’s health, ‘specially Wendy.”

Wendy’s room, later that night. Vickie sits on the side of the bed brushing Wendy’s hair. When that’s done she rubs night cream into her face and fluffs her pillow.
“Goodnight, Sister.” She turns off the light, exits.

The kitchen-dining area, one o’clock in the morning. Junior sits at the table smoking a cigarette, drinking coffee and thinking.



Personally speaking, when somebody reaches the vegetable state, their bodies should be able to die. If their brain’s dead, what’s the use? Their life’s over. And you know what? I think everybody in the house, except Vickie, really, really wished Wendy’d go ahead and get it over with. It was just draggin’ and draggin’ on…makin’ everybody real twitchy and nervous.



Ray enters in his underwear, gets a beer from the fridge. “Still awake, huh?”
“Yeah, it’s quiet. I can think. Hey, you remember what Vickie said?”
“What?”
“She wished there was a place you could take people, you know, for a painless death.”
“Yeah, I remember that.”
Junior gets up, paces. “This stuff’s gonna be legal in a few years — assisted suicide, death with dignity, all that shit. And when it is, doctors won’t fuck with it. It’s way too gross for them. The business will go to the private sector. And whoever’s there with an operation set up, is going to be as big as UPS. I’ve been thinking about it.”
“Well, it occurs to me, if you’re gonna be putting sufferers out of their misery on a big scale, then you’re gonna have to make house calls. You can’t be dragging these people off their deathbeds and hauling them all to hell and back. It’d hafta be a mobile operation.”
“Exactly! You got it. Like calling a plumber. You go in, you do the job, you’re outta there. The whole thing is over quicker than a haircut. People are ready for this.”
“People like me. If they had a service like that, and it was affordable, I’d give ‘em a call.”
“She believed in the afterlife, right? Someplace where happy souls float around on clouds.”
“She did. She certainly did.”
“So, it’d be like doing her a big favor.”
“You bet.”
“One question, Ray.”
“What’s that?”
“You want to do it?”
“Do it? Do Wendy?”
“Yeah. Pull the plug. Who’s gonna know?”
“I can’t. I couldn’t.”
“Arright. I’ll do it. But you gotta be there in the room. And you gotta pay me something. This is way bigger than doing a dog.”
“My net worth right now is exactly six thousand three hundred dollars, before taxes. But when Wendy goes, there’s a policy.”
“A policy?”
“Life insurance. Sixty thousand.”
“Sixty thousand?! No shit?”
“No shit. But half goes to Mickey and Vickie. Christ knows, I owe them that much. So I end up with thirty. Then I gotta bury her out of that. I’ll probably go on and have her cremated. That’s the cheapest way to go. What about if I give you three thousand now… and two more when the policy pays off?”
“Three now, two later.”
“Yeah.”
“What about five now and five later?”
“Way too steep. I gotta have something left…to live on.”
“Okay, I guess there’s other things than money to consider here, like getting me and Lorna’s room back. I’ll do it for four down and three when the policy pays. Payment no later than two business days from today. I’d put it in writing, but we don’t want to start any paper trails.”
“Lord, God. Seven thousand?”
“She could outlive you. Think about that.”
He’s thinking about it for the first time. “Right. She could.”
“You’ll spend twice that much keeping her alive. Do we have a deal?”
“Yeah, we do. But, look, I never told Mickey or Vickie or anybody about the policy. Wanna make it a surprise. It’ll sweeten up the grieving process.”
“When do you want me to do this?”
“That’s a tough one. Maybe sooner than later.”
“What about right now? Everybody’s asleep.”
Ray paces, alternately shrugging and shaking his head, roughing out a very hard decision. “Yeah…do it. Do it. Go ahead. I’ll wait in here.”
“No fucking way, man. I want you in the room with me. That’s part of the price. It’s factored in. This stuff isn’t legal yet, so you hold my hand when I turn off the machine. That way, if I take a fall, you do, too.”
Junior grasps Ray’s elbow and leads him upstairs.

I was asleep in the basement when they did it. Junior and me had been watching Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein on TV and I fell asleep. I thought Junior had, too. But I guess he got up and went upstairs. He did that pretty often with his sleeping problems. I think one of the things that made him so mean was not enough sleep. So I didn’t hear anything going on up there that night. And Mickey and Vickie, they both snore so loud, they probably didn’t hear anything either.



Junior and Ray hesitate outside Wendy’s door.
“We got a deal, right? No turning back. Once I open this door, we go for it.”
“We got a deal.”
They shake on it. Junior opens the door. They tiptoe in. Ray shines a flashlight beam on the ventilator. “There it is. Turn off the batteries first. It’s got emergency batteries. Then unplug it.”
Holding Ray’s hand, Junior turns off the emergency switch and unplugs the machine. They wait. If anything, Wendy’s breathing improves.
Ray watches the Shopping Channel where a super deal is being offered on fishing gear. “That’s nice stuff. I wish I had a rig like that.”
“Fuck the fishing, man. Focus on this. She’s not giving it up.”
“How long can she go, you think?”
“What time is it?”
“Twelve thirty-one.”

Three hours later, by the light of the Shopping Channel, Ray has nodded off in a chair and Junior stands over Wendy shaking his head. “We’re gonna hafta take this up a notch.”
Ray awakens to see Junior place a pillow over Wendy’s face and press hard. “Time this, Ray. Give me your hand and time this. Nobody can last more than five minutes.”
After Ray signals five minutes, Junior lifts the pillow. “Okay, feel her heart. Is it beating?”
“You feel it. I don’t want to touch her if she’s dead.”
“Shit, man, you been married to her for forty years. You can’t feel her fucking heart and see if it’s beating?”
Ray feels for her chest with his eyes closed. “Yeah. It’s still beating.”
Ray watches Junior start the smothering over again, this time laying his full weight on the pillow. “We’ll give it six minutes this time.”
When the interval has passed, Junior lifts the pillow, and with his eyes closed, Ray feels the heart. “Good. No heartbeat. She’s at peace.”
Junior pulls the covers up to Wendy’s neck, replaces the pillow. “Let’s go. Vickie’ll find her in the morning.”
Ray turns the machine back on, plugs it back in.

In the kitchen-dining area a few minutes later. Junior and Ray enter, a little shaken over what has just occurred. Ray grabs a fifth of Four Roses from the cabinet. “I need some of the brown stuff.” He pours himself a stiff one, neat, slugs it, pours another, sits down, bows his head. “I thought she would just go…like that!” He snaps his fingers.
“Shhh, man. Don’t wake Vickie up.”
“It was for the best I guess.”
“Yeah, win-win all the way. Everybody benefits, even your wife. Think about it. People anxious to get to their policy money, people who can’t stand seeing their loved ones suffer. They need a service like this. Or depressed people too chickenshit to kill themselves. They need it, too. There’s money in this, Ray.”
“Maybe so. Hey…shouldn’t we call somebody? Like the coroner or the police or somebody? Get the ball rolling.”
“No, man. Don’t be a fool. Vickie’ll find her in the morning. It’ll look natural.”

Wendy’s room the next morning. The ventilator is working fine and Wendy appears to be breathing as usual. Her hair is mussed, her lipstick smeared all over her face and the pillow case.
Vickie enters in her robe, yawning. She opens the curtains, sits on the edge of the bed. “What in the world happened to you?”
She lifts Wendy’s hand, recoils from the cold flesh, drops the hand, backs away.

A crematory waiting room the next day. Mickey, Vickie, Ray, Lorna and Junior wait in the sparsely furnished room. Ray paces, deep in thought. “I sure hope Wendy is on her way to a better place, somewhere with good weather and friendly people. No war, no death, no pain, no nothing. Free transportation and nobody works. I don’t like cremation. It’s extreme. It’s real extreme. On the other hand, I couldn’t stand thinking about her down there in the dirt, rotting away. It would haunt me.”
Mickey stirs from his torpor for a moment. “How do you know they’re her ashes? You could be getting anybody’s.”
Vickie says it wasn’t the peaceful death she’d been hoping for. “She must have struggled at the end. Her hair was messed up, her makeup smeared all over. It was weird.”
“It’s over and done with,” Lorna concludes. “No more suffering, no more pain, no more money down the drain.… Jesus God, I’m so hungry I could eat cotton.” She takes a handkerchief from her purse, ties the end in a knot and sucks on it.
Vickie cautions Lorna to have a little respect.
“Why. This isn’t a church. They burn people up here. And you just shut up. Look at me. I’m sucking on a knot. I’m starving. I wish they would hurry.”
A pale, grey-suited crematory attendant steps through a curtain with an urn of cremains. “Zo…uh…Zoo…uh.”
Mickey delivers the familiar refrain. “It’s Zook, like hook.”

Junior drives Lorna, Ray, Mickey and Vickie home from the crematorium in the Monte Carlo. Lorna’s stomach growls, then Ray’s, then Vickie’s.
Mickey wants to know what it is about funerals and food. “Why do people get so hungry at funerals? Even though this isn’t really a funeral.”
They pass a step-van parked at the curb with a long line of people behind it. The van is bright red and painted with chili peppers. Black lettering on the side says: TAMALES.
Lorna shouts, “Wait. Stop. Look. Tamales!”
Ray, uncharacteristically, offers to pay for the meal. “I’ll buy. It’s on me.”
Junior parks. The Asian dumpster diver, seen earlier, passes by on his bicycle. He tows a small trailer heavily laden with dumpster yield and whistles the tune to “God Bless America.” At the rear of the tamale van a Latino collects money from famished customers as his wife bundles tamales in butcher’s paper. Two of their kids sell Cokes, Pepsis, Lays potato chips, Rold Gold pretzels and other brand name crunch.
“Look at ‘em,” Ray says, “raking it in.”

One thing me and Junior used to talk about a lot was immigration. It was like everywhere we went, you know, there was some Arab, or some Hondurian taking our jobs away. And what were we gonna do about it? Junior thought we’d hafta get radical, you know, the final solution… whatever it is, or was, you know. But here’s this family of Mexicans, not a pot to piss in, and look at them. They’re getting nuvo rich. It’s a major puzzle to me.

People hop into cars and drive away with their tamales. Others linger in small groups, eating and talking.

The Zook kitchen-dining area. Mickey, Vickie, Ray, Junior and Lorna enter. Ray carries the crematory urn without reverence, as if it were a bowling pin. Lorna flops a bundle of tamales onto the table.
Lorna salivates. “Let’s eat.”
The group eats tamales, using their hands. Ray sets Wendy’s urn in the middle of the table to get it out of his way. No one pays the urn any attention at first, until Vickie picks it up. “We shouldn’t be eating with this on the table.” She puts it on top of the refrigerator.
Mickey has been wondering about Ray’s sudden generosity. “What are you, flush all of a sudden? When was the last time you sprung for a meal like this? What, six orders…twenty-five…thirty bucks?”
“Why not? The policy money’ll be coming in pretty soon.”
Vickie almost chokes on a mouthful of beer. “Policy money? What policy money?”
“On Wendy. I had a policy on her. Sixty thousand and change. And right off the bat, I’m gonna hand over half to you and Mickey …to pay you back for all you’ve done for me and Wendy.”
Mickey is all smiles. Vickie is worried. “Great. All this time, I’m thinking…we got nothing to fall back on. Nobody told me about any policy.”
“I wanted it to be a surprise. Thought it might take the edge off the grieving process. The pressure’s off now. We took care of Wendy for so long, I mean…now it’s time to enjoy life a little bit.”
Junior says, “She’s in a happy place. Why not us? Start having fun is what I hear you saying, Ray.”
“Yeah, live a little. For example, I would like nothing better than to go down to Florida and do some deep sea fishing.”
A disturbing thought comes together in Vickie’s mind. She sighs and bows her head. Her shoulders sag.

The next morning, same place. Vickie fries eggs, distracted. Junior enters in robe and pajamas, stretching and yawning. He sits at the table, reads the Weekly World News. “Gimme two over hard, some bacon and toast. You making hash browns?”
“What does this look like, the Squat ‘n’ Gobble? I’m fixing this for Ray. Make your own breakfast, you lazy slacker. And forget bacon. We can’t afford it.”
“You know what, Mother? That mouth of yours is gonna get you battered yet. Me, Ray, Mickey, somebody. Somebody’s gonna fucking really do you some bad hurt.”
“This is coming from my son?”
Ray enters with a heavy cardboard box, places it with other boxes near the front door. “I got all Wendy’s stuff boxed up for the Salvation Army. Junior, you and Lorna can have your room back. They’re gonna pick up the bed and the breathing machine and all that other rented shit today.” He sits at the table. Vickie serves him breakfast and sits down across from him. After a moment of reflection, she says, “There was something funny when I found Wendy, you know.”
“What’re you talking about?”
“She was all messed up. Lipstick all over the pillow. Something funny happened in there.”
Ray shrugs. “Oh, yeah?”
Mickey enters, proceeds silently to the kitchen, pours himself a cup of coffee, sits at the table. “What’s going on? Did I miss something?”
“Somebody was in Wendy’s room that night. And I’m pretty sure that person, or persons, smothered her with her pillow.”
Mickey looks directly at Ray and Junior. “Is she serious?”
“Yes, I’m serious. And now I find out about the policy.”
“A lotta people got policies,” Mickey offers. “You got one on you, Vickie. I got one on me.”
“Yeah, sure. We got burial policies. Five thousand…when you’re dead. Whoopie.”

Wendy’s room, later. Junior and Lorna have the room back. They lie in bed in their underwear and socks, the TV tuned to MTV, no sound. Junior fondles himself a little. “You wanna fuck?”
“Okay, I guess.”
“Should I put on a rubber?”
“I just got off my period.” She removes her underwear without any help from Junior, who pulls his shorts down only as far as his knees and climbs on her, still wearing his socks. Lorna watches TV as Junior grinds away and climaxes quickly.
“Sorry, Babe, I got too excited.”
“It don’t matter. I don’t care.” She pops a Diet Pibb, lights a red Sherman.
Junior rolls a Bugler. “I wanna ask you a question. Hypothetical. Some stranger…somebody you never met…comes up and offers you huge bucks to pull the plug on one of their loved ones.”
“Like old Wendy.”
“Yeah…a hopeless case…brain-dead…on a breathing machine …a matter of time. If they could, they would pull their own plug.”
“I could do that. Is it against the law?”
“Technically, in some cases, but not really. You think you coulda done Wendy for, like, six or seven thousand?”
“In a minute.”
“You and me gotta talk about something.”
Junior tells her the story.

He told me the whole deal, you know. Too bad they had to put the pillow to her, but let’s be realistic for a minute. I totally agreed with Junior. We gotta change shit around. We gotta make some serious attitude adjustments. Look at all these old fucks everywhere. Florida’s full of them. The Sun Belt’s crawling with ‘em. We gotta start saying, okay, you can be old, as long as you stay healthy and productive. But if you get sick, real sick, or brain-dead…at any age…for any reason, then we say, “So long.” Yeah, I know all about Hitler. But, like I say, all of his ideas weren’t that bad. The Volkswagen…those little wiener dogs…beer…pretzels…jets and rockets. Getting rid of idiots and mental cases and Gypsies. Lemme tell you, Hitler was headed somewhere interesting. Probably a better place than where we’re at now. Anyway…long story short…it was the right thing…doing Wendy. If you can solve a problem, and make money at the same time, that’s like the definition of Americanism.

Ray and Junior are the only customers at a bar. The bartender watches a boxing match on TV.
Junior gurgles down half a bottle of Coors. “I had a dream last night.”
Ray says he never dreams, or can’t remember them.
“You’d get sick and die if you didn’t dream. I read it in the World News.”
“I’m living proof that’s a load of shit,” Ray says.
“It wasn’t a dream. It was a vision…big black letters on a white background: ‘Do it. And do it big.’”
“Do what?”
“Come on, Ray. What were we talking about the other night?”
“Doing dying people for money?”
“Yes!” Junior finishes off the Coors. “And we start doing them now, before somebody else does. There’s gotta be a lotta people out there that would pay up the kazoo to get a sick loved one put down.”
“You serious? You’re not serious. How’re we gonna find customers? Advertise in the paper?”
“No, word of mouth and by seizing opportunities. We go to flower shops, funeral homes, bars, places where you hear people talking about spending hard-earned money on a brain-dead relative…or maybe they know somebody who’s got cancer and wants to put themselves out of their misery…we slowly work up to the question.”
“What question would that be?”
“Like, ‘Hypothetically speaking, would you ever consider retaining someone to take care of that for you, for a fee? It’s all in a gray area of the law anyway. Guaranteed painless, too.’”
“Like a business. You’re serious, right?”
“That’s the vision, man. A family business.”
Ray thinks a business like that would need a name.
“It has to have the word ‘service’ in it. That’s what it is, a service. And we’re gonna have to operate out of the home for a while. That’s why we gotta tell Mickey and my mother. I already told Lorna.”
Ray says he’s game. “Shit, I’ll go along. Mickey will, too. There’s no jobs out there. None. He knows that. But Vickie. She’s not reasonable like us. And I think she knows something. I think she thinks we did Wendy.”
“Yeah, she knows. We’re gonna hafta deal with her some way.”

The Squat ‘n’ Gobble. Ray, Junior, Mickey and Lorna eat burgers and fries and drink Coors.
Junior polishes off the last French fry, then licks the salt and ketchup from the plate. “Hey, Mickey. Let’s talk about something. It could be a major money maker for all of us.”
“I’m all ears.”
“I got this idea for a family business.”
Ray says, “Tell him, Junior, about Wendy.”
Lorna pipes up with a mouthful. “They did Wendy.”
Mickey stops tapping the ketchup bottle against his thumb. “Excuse me?”
“I said they did Wendy. Junior and Ray. They used a pillow.”
“We had to,” Ray explains. “She was costing us a fortune. With absolutely no hope of recovering…and, she had a policy sitting there, waiting.”
Mickey shakes his head, is speechless. “That’s what Vickie said. I thought she was crazy.”
“It makes perfect sense, Mickey. Listen to your brother. It’s the fucking world that don’t make sense. Dogs get better treatment when they’re dying. You take them to the vet and have ‘em put to sleep. Tell him about the business, Junior.”
“We offer the service to the public, privately. We charge a lot, and none of us has to get a job.”
Mickey gives this some thought. “What service?”
“You know, putting people to sleep…sick people…people that’re dying anyway but they just won’t go. Clingers, like Wendy was.”
Lorna gets up. “All that good money down the tubes.” She heads for the ladies’ to purge.
Mickey thinks it over a bit more. “If this thing works, we’re gonna need a dummy company to funnel the money through. A laundromat, a pawn shop, a restaurant…something that handles a lot of cash.”
Junior is confident they’re light years ahead of everybody else on this.
But Mickey introduces a discordant element. “What about Vickie?”
Junior assigns the task to Mickey. “You’re gonna hafta make her see things the way we do.”
“And if I can’t, which is likely, then what?”
Junior says things could get pretty unpleasant.
Ray announces that he’ll be flying down to Florida for a couple weeks to get some fishing done.
Junior says, “Don’t forget. Eyes and ears open. Word of mouth. That’s the vision. And, Mickey, you gotta talk to Vickie. You gotta bring her around.”

Outside the Golden Bough Nursing Home, Junior strides toward the entrance in a suit and wingtips, his hair conservatively coiffed, carrying a briefcase. Families visit their health-challenged loved ones. A group of bikers clusters around a brain-damaged, paralyzed comrade.

I guess you could say that’s how the “business” got started. Junior had suddenly found his calling. He was a natural if there ever was one. It was like in his blood. He had insight I guess. He could pick the right customers every time. And he knew exactly how to dress and where to go looking for business.



Junior enters the Golden Bough solarium grinning like a rat in a dumpster. He says to himself, “Look at this, man, the mother lode.” The sick and dying and their visitors are luminous in the bright sunlight. Kids play among the wheelchairs and gurneys. Nurses adjust drips, rearrange pillows, change urine bags.
Junior smiles, nods, tries to look professional, walks among the sick and their visitors, reading situations, looking for the right group to approach. He becomes interested in an elderly man in a wheelchair, asleep, hooked to drips, a heart monitor, an oxygen tank. In a chair next to him sits a trim, attractive businesswoman in her early thirties, reading the Wall Street Journal and speaking on a cell phone. On a nearby table is a laptop with the latest stock trading figures displayed. She glances at it often as Junior circles dingo-like around the businesswoman, who says to someone on the phone: “You’re on your own, Dick. I can’t help you with this one. It’s a marginal call. You could win, you could lose, you could come out even-steven. Flip a coin.” Now she sees Junior dragging a chair toward her. “Hold on, Dick.”
Junior sets the chair next to hers. “Hi…I wonder if I might have a few minutes of your time?”
She eyes him suspiciously. “You’re not going to try to sell me something, are you?”
“No, no. My name is Matt. I’m with the American Deathbed Alliance, the ADA. We represent the hopelessly ill and the dying. My card.”
She glances at the card. “Thanatek Services. You said you were from the what, the Deathbed something. What’s this Thanatek Services?”
“The Alliance has numerous members. We’re just one. We’re like an action-oriented think tank. We think it out, then we act it out. In the near future we’ll be doing some incredible things. Give me three minutes to tell you about it.”
“All right. Just a second.” She ends her phone call: “Dick? Look, I gotta go. There’s some guy from some help-the-dying outfit. Yeah. See ya.” She wipes drool from the elderly man’s chin. “Okay, Matt, talk to me. Three minutes.” She checks her watch.
“We’re a brand new startup organization with an even newer and bolder concept.”
“What’s your nut? What kind of service is this?”
“At Thanatek, we approach the end-care business from an out-of-the-box perspective. Way over the top. Right now, we’re doing some market research, so I’m out in the field talking to people.”
“Talk, then.”
Junior collects his thoughts. “This is a nursing home, right?”
“Duh.”
“You try to nurse them back to health, but sometimes you can’t.”
The businesswoman looks at her watch again. “You going somewhere with this?”
“Is this your father, ma’am?”
“Great Uncle.”
“Who’s the primary caregiver, you?”
“Unfortunately, yes. He’s ninety tomorrow. Outlived everybody. They just kept passing him down. I’m the last one in line. He was a homeless drunk. Nobody knew where he was for twenty years, till he had a stroke and they found him in the gutter.”
“It costs a lot to keep him here, doesn’t it?”
“It’s scary how much. And I barely know the guy. I saw him, what, three times in my life.”
“That’s exactly what Thanatek is all about. We’re gonna provide relief to people like you. We’re gonna make money…and you’re gonna save money…a lot. It’s a good deal. Everybody benefits. Even your uncle there. I think I can offer you a situation where he can get the best possible care at half the price they’re charging here.”
She’s interested. “Okay. You still got a minute and a half.”
Junior pulls his chair to within whispering distance of the businesswoman and begins the hard sell with a soft voice. “The whole process takes a while. First, you check him out of here and get him home. A week after that, Thanatek starts the ball rolling. I pay you and your uncle a visit and we discuss the particulars and arrive at a fair, income-adjusted price.”
“Price?”
“And then, a few days after that, I come in to resolve the problem and end the suffering.”
“I get it now. I get it.”

In a townhouse living room with a view, the lights are low, candles lit. The businesswoman paces, drinking wine. The stock quotes show on her large-screen TV. Something by the Kronos Quartet plays on the high-end stereo. She looks at her watch. The chimes ring. She lets Junior in. “Would you like a drink before you visit Uncle Jack?”
“Maybe after. I like to get it done, you know. Where is he?”
“Down the hall, second door on your left.”
The businesswoman stares at the stock quotes as Junior tiptoes down the hall. When she hears the door close, she opens an antique escritoire, withdraws ten bundles of hundreds from a pigeonhole, drops them into a manila envelope.
She can hear the faint, muffled gasps of the uncle being smothered.

A shooting gallery at a roadside carnival, a moonlit night. The attendant sets out gaudy prizes and listens to a radio. An uninflected academic voice drones on: “We’re urged from every page of every newspaper and on every TV wavelength to buy all manner of goods which, in fact, we are quite happy without. This constant barrage of advertising, with its emphasis on owning this or that in order to be happy, healthy, or more attractive, has given America the reputation of being dreadfully…”
Mickey and Myra approach the gallery. The attendant lowers the volume.
Mickey drops a dollar on the counter, takes up a rifle, fires six shots, misses every time. He smiles sheepishly at the attendant, then moves down the midway arm-in-arm with Myra. The attendant wipes the rifle barrels with an oiled cloth and raises the volume on the radio: “To prosper in this country, it is good to know the American character. Sometimes Americans feel like jumping a fence for the fun of jumping, or they burst into song for the fun of singing, or they string silly words together just for the fun of saying them. What they do for fun, they do for the sheer pleasure of doing it, without having any other purpose in mind.”

The tamale van is parked on the midway, doing lots of business.
Walter unloads meat from a truck behind the van. Mickey gets out his wallet. “These are great tamales. I’ve had ‘em. I should get us a dozen.” He buys a bundle of tamales wrapped in newspaper and two Budweisers.
Walter spots him. “Hey, Zook!”
“Walter…how goes it?”
“Hey, is that Myra?”
“Hi, Walter.”
“Guys…you heard about Wayne? That runny eye he had? It was cancer. He’s in bad shape. It went to the brain. He’s in pain.”
“Oh, no.”
“You found work yet, Mickey?”
“Nothing solid. A few nibbles.”
“Go down to the post office. They’ll be a man short. Wayne ain’t going back.”
Walter waves, moves up a ramp into the tamale van with his load of meat.

Mickey and Myra stand on the midway near the bumper cars and eat tamales with the cars crashing behind them.
“These are great, Mickey. Thanks.”
“The best I ever had. How’s that book coming?”
“I’m halfway finished. And I’ve got a title. Deathcraft. You like it?”
“That’s catchy. Deathcraft. I like it.”
“I think it’s gonna get published. I got a feeling.”
“Hey, that’s great.”
“There’s this private detective, Derek Balanchine. He’s zeroing in on a magician who killed his wife.… I read in Writer’s Digest, you gotta give your detective figure lots of quirks, lots of odd personal habits and outlooks. So Balanchine drinks only one kind of drink, Pimm’s Cup, with 7-Up and a cucumber stick. Wherever he goes, he orders a Pimm’s Cup. If the bartender doesn’t know how to make it, Balanchine pisses on the floor and leaves, always walking out backwards. I quote, ‘sweeping the room with his dark, darting eyes.’ Another funny thing about Balanchine. He was born with both male and female organs. A true hermaphrodite. Mostly, he preferred the male role. But every once in a while — in fact, this is how he traps the magician. He has sex with him. Before this we know that his wife had once written a letter to a girlfriend saying that the magician had a very special shape to his…organ. And this detail, naturally, leads Balanchine to conclude that the murder weapon was this very specially-shaped organ. It looked a little bit like a banana and had a poison tip.”
“That’s good stuff, Myra. It’ll sell in the airports.”

At the dining room table a worried Vickie drinks beer and stares at the wall. Though she isn’t listening to it, a small portable radio is dialed to a talk show: “I’m telling you, Marty, the way things are nowadays, why bring an unwanted baby into the world?”
“I agree totally. What is this government of ours up to?”
“On the one hand they’re eighty-sixing abortion and at the same time, abolishing welfare as we know it. And they’re building prisons on a massive scale, the government housing of the future.”
“Okay, ‘nuff said. We’ll be back with more talk in a minute. Right now, give a listen to this, troops. A word from Walt down at Walt’s Premium Meats.”
“Hi there, folks. This is Walt from Walt’s Premium Meats. Come on over and see me. Stock up for the big Fourth of July weekend. Low price special on lean ground beef, all-beef franks, spicy brats, ready-made sirloin k-bobs and honey baked hams.”
Vickie lifts another beer from the fridge and turns off the radio.

Near the carnival roller coaster, Mickey tells Myra, “We’re starting a business.”
“Who’s we?”
“Me and Junior, and Ray, and Lorna, and Vickie…maybe. It’s a family-type organization. It could be a big money-maker. No overhead, no rent, no union dues.”
“I’m all excited. What kind of business?”
“It’s kind of been Junior’s thing, Junior’s idea. And it’s pretty early on, too. We’re not all set up yet. Still some bugs to work out.”
“What does the business do? Is there a product?”
“It’s more like a service. For shut-ins and sick people, real sick people. We send somebody out to visit them, ease their pain, bring some comfort to them and the family.”
Myra kisses him. “What a nice idea. Sort of like a hospice on wheels.”
“Yeah, like that. Like that.”

A ritzy neighborhood, late at night. Junior pulls into the driveway of a mini-mansion in a new, white Monte Carlo. Several other cars are parked in the driveway.
He rings the bell. A Latina maid answers the door.
“Yes?”
“I have an appointment at four with…”
A handsome, stylishly attired gay man appears behind the maid. “It’s fine, Theresa. He’s expected. Hi, I’m Greg. Come on in. I think we’re ready.”
Junior is led through an entry hall, then into a modern drawing room. Seated are several other well-dressed gay men, having drinks and chatting softly.
“He’s here,” Greg announces softly. “Are we all ready?”
The men grasp their drinks more tightly and begin a solemn procession up the spiral staircase.

In an upstairs bedroom, a young man hooked to a drip lies comatose on a sofa. A table in the room is heaped with liquor and hors d’oeuvres.
Greg whispers to Junior, “Lyle just couldn’t do it himself. He knew his doctor wouldn’t either. So when I heard about Thanatek from a friend, I said, ‘That’s it, get them on the phone.’ And here you are.”
On the other side of the room, a gay man says to another, “If that’s not the height of selfishness, to make someone else do it for you.”
“I wonder what he charges?”
Greg hands Junior a small vial of clear liquid. “There’s the dose as promised. And the recipe came from the Hemlock Society. It should work.”
“Okay, good deal. Let’s get started.” Junior asks who’s closest to Lyle. “Whether as a friend or a lover. It doesn’t matter.”
“I guess I am,” says Greg.
“Okay, Greg, it’s a Thanatek policy that everybody has to hold hands. You hold his hand, and he holds his hand, and so on, form a chain. And the last one holds my hand. Anybody want to say anything?”
Greg and the other men mumble their goodbyes. Junior observes a moment of silence, bows his head, then adds the liquid to the drip. The men stand around with sad looks, swishing the ice cubes in their glasses, drinking, and eating hors d’oeuvres.
In a minute or two, Lyle lets out a death rattle, which quiets the room.

The parking lot of Medi-Kwip Service and Supply. A sign says, “We Carry a Full Line of Medical and Home Care Products.”
Junior’s new Monte pulls in. He gets out in a suit, with briefcase, enters the building. Inside, a one-armed medical equipment mechanic works on a wheelchair behind the counter. A talk show is on a radio: “Cars travel on the right throughout the United States; one must by law signal not only for all turns but also for changes of lane. Traffic laws are being enforced more and more strictly as congestion problems become acute in American cities. Police may travel in unmarked cars; speed regulations are often checked by radar.”
A male clerk with hearing aids in both ears and thick-lensed glasses types into a computer keyboard with artificial hands. “Can I help you, sir?”
“Yeah. Jerry Bradley. I’m with ILI–Inequity Life Insurance. We’re offering a brand new kind of policy. The sicker you are, the less it costs. Everybody benefits. It’s a hell of a deal, especially for guys like you.”
“Thanks, but we have plenty of insurance. We’re a little busy right now.”
“Would it be at all possible to purchase a copy of your customer list? Just regular customers, the ones dealing with very sick people, not just one-timers.”
“Mr. Morrow’s out to lunch — he’s the manager. But I don’t think he’ll want to do that. That kind of stuff is confidential.”
“It’s in that computer, right?”
“Yes.”
“All you gotta do is print it out, right?”
“Yes, but….”
Junior flashes a hundred-dollar bill, slides it across the counter. “But what?”
The clerk looks over to make sure the mechanic isn’t paying attention and takes the hundred. His artificial hand presses the mouse to click on the Print icon. The printer spews out dozens of names, addresses, and phone numbers.

A marina in Sarasota, Florida. Rain pours down as a deep sea fishing boat docks. Several people get off, drenched. Among them is Ray, who converses with a beer-gutted, middle-aged high roller. Both drink beer.
The high roller says, “Fucking rain all day. The trip was a bust and you came all this way from where?”
“Wichita.”
“Where’s that? Texas?”
“Nope. Kansas.”
“Kansas, huh? Been through there but never stopped. Come on, Ray. Lemme buy you a real drink. If I do another beer, I’m gonna fucking explode.”
In the dimness of the Surf ‘n’ Sand bar, Rick takes out a thick roll of money, peels off a hundred to pay for the gin and tonics. “The last time I went out on that boat we came back with a hundred and fifty pounds of red snapper. Today, nothing. Just fucking rain.” After serving the drinks, the bartender watches People’s Court.
“Yeah, yeah. I’m getting used to bad luck. That’s the way things’ve been going lately. My wife died a couple of weeks ago.”
“Wow. That’s a toughie. My condolences.”
“She was real sick. But she hung on, you know. Cost me a fortune. It wasn’t like a sudden thing. It was a long, long thing.”
“Same here, man. Same here. My older brother’s on his last legs. Weak heart. They did everything they could think of. Bypasses, pacemakers, the works. He’s just lying there now, staring at the ceiling, waiting to go, you know, anxious to go. His wife died ten years ago. Nothin’ to live for.”
“It’s a sad ass thing when you got a loved one suffering like that.”
“Tell me about it. I go in his room the other day. Three guesses what he says? He says, ‘Rick, please…I wanna go. I’m tired. I wanna go.’ He begs me to get his gun. He’ll do it himself, he says. Oh, man. He already wrote his note and everything. All I had to do was give him his gun and it would have been all over. He’s too weak to get up and get it himself. It’s like ten feet away, in his dresser. I couldn’t do it, though, no way.”
“You mean, if somebody handed him the gun, he’d do it himself.”
“Yeah. But if he can’t pull the trigger himself, they might have to put it in his hand and help him pull it. He begs for the gun every time I see him. It’s breaking my heart, man. I don’t wanna see him linger like that.”
“Yeah…yeah. I know what you mean.”
“Another drink, Ray?”
“Sure.”
“Hey, bar guy. Another round over here.”
“So, Rick, what do you do? You look like a well-off guy. Deep sea fishing in the middle of the week. It must be nice.”
“I made some smart investments…real estate…banks…couple race horses…lotta different stuff.”
“A lotta fingers in a lotta pies huh? Lemme ask you a hypothetical question. Let’s just say, for example, that there’s somebody out there who’s willing to do it.”
“Do what?”
“Take care of the problem. Hand him the gun. Put it in his hand.”
“Hadn’t thought of that angle.”
“For a fee, of course.”
“How much?”
“I don’t know. I guess that’s negotiable. Income adjusted, maybe.”
“This don’t sound so hypothetical any more.”
Ray shrugs. “Maybe not.”
“You know somebody.”
“I might. Lemme make a call.” Ray finds a pay phone. He punches buttons, listens, smiles at Rick. Junior answers.
“Hey, listen, I think I got a customer. All you gotta do is hop on a plane and come down here and hand a gun to some old guy. He’ll do the rest himself.”
Vickie enters the room, unseen by Junior, and overhears his end of the conversation.
Junior does a little excited jig. “This is incredible, man. I did a job last night and I got two more lined up. One this week, one next week. Ten K each. And now you come up with another one…in Florida. Who is this guy? Has he got bucks?”
Ray turns away from Rick’s steady gaze. “High roller all the way. Loaded. So we don’t have to be shy about the fee. I figure my cut, as the broker of the deal, is twenty percent.”
“Fuck you, Ray.”
“I found the guy. I did the groundwork. It’s almost completely set up.”
“Twelve-five.”
“All right, twelve-five. I’ll tell him.”
“All I gotta do is hand a gun to somebody?”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
“Why don’t you do it if it’s that easy? You’re already there, man. That’ll get you fifty percent.”
“I can’t do people as easy as you can. It goes against my nature.”
“Okay, so I come down there, I hand a guy a gun, and he does the rest.”
“He’s weak. You might have to help him pull the trigger.”
“Help him?”
“Maybe.”
“If I might have to help out, I gotta charge more. Tell him fifteen if I gotta help. I’m firm on that.”
Ray continues talking to Junior a few minutes, then returns to the bar. “Yeah, there’s this friend of a friend’s friend sort of thing. He’ll do it for twelve-five.”
“He’s fucking nuts. My goddamn yard man would do it for half that. Eight-five, tops.”
Ray returns to the phone, listens a minute. He approaches the bar as closely as the phone cord will let him. “Eight-five is acceptable, but his wife wants to come. A little mini-vacation or something. Two days, two nights in a class motel, a rental car, meals, airfare. You pay the freight.”
Rick shrugs his assent, raises his glass. “Tell him the weekend of the twenty-fifth would be ideal.”
After another trip to the phone, Ray brings Rick the news. “Okay, he says the deal’s on. The twenty-fifth is best for him.”
“I’ll book a flight on the twenty-fourth.”
Back home, Vickie startles Junior as he hangs up the phone. “Flight? To where?” she asks.
Lorna comes out of the bathroom still wiping vomit from her lips with toilet paper. “Yeah, I heard that. Where you going?”
“Don’t worry, you’re going, too.”
Mickey enters. “Somebody going somewhere?”
“Florida. I got a job.”
Vickie pops a beer. “You got a job? In Florida?”
“A weekend thing. It’s temporary.”
Lorna wants to know where in Florida. “Can we go to Disneyland?” She eats a big slice of chocolate pie.
“Sarasota.”
“All right! That’s where Disneyland is, isn’t it?”
Junior doesn’t know.
Vickie’s buying none of this. “And the job’ll pay for two round trips? I’m getting a bad vibe from all this shit.”
Junior’s beginning to think Vickie’s going to be a real problem. “It’ll pay a lot more than that, Mother. Mickey’ll tell you about it.”
Mickey says, “When you think about it, ending pain and suffering is a pretty decent thing to do.”
“Yeah, so?”
“You gotta think ahead these days, Sugar. Ten years from now, I guarantee you, it will be perfectly legal in all fifty states.”
“What will be legal?”
“Putting people to sleep,” Junior says. “Sick people…for their own good. When they do legalize this stuff, whoever’s there with an operation set up, they’re going to be like FedEx in about two months.”
Vickie is now in a beer-dulled fury. “You put Wendy to sleep, didn’t you? You and Ray. For the policy money, yeah. I’m sorry, but it makes perfect sense. That’s murder, you know. Let that sink in a minute. Give it some thought. You murdered my sister. He murdered his wife.”
“Bullshit. Mother. Maybe legally it’s something like murder, but look, people are out of step, the laws are all wrong. Everybody oughta have the right to put a loved one to sleep if they have to. Maybe people’ll have to go down to the post office with a note from a doctor and they’ll give you a one-time mercy-killing waiver.”
Vickie’s jaw is slack. She can’t believe what she’s hearing.
Lorna brushes past Vickie, opens the fridge, grabs two beers, pops them, starts back for the stairs. “Hey, Vickie, bitch, we’re going to Disneyland and you’re not.”
“All of a sudden, you, and him, who’ve got no business anywhere, suddenly have business in Florida? What in the shit is going on here?”
“Shut up, bitch!” Lorna storms up the stairs.
Junior says to Vickie and Mickey, “Look. I’ll be honest. Ray met this rich guy down there who’s got an old dying brother. The brother wants to whack himself, but nobody in the family is willing to hand him a gun. So I do it and walk away with a load of cash. Ray gets fifteen percent. You two get another fifteen percent. I get the rest.”
Vickie is incredulous. “I don’t believe what I’m hearing.”
Junior says, “This is a family business, Vickie. Can’t you see it? We’re helping people go out with dignity and making money at the same time. It’s win-win and it’s almost legal.”
Mickey shrugs. “What’s wrong with that?”
Vickie picks up the phone receiver. “This is nuts. This is crazy. This is murder!”
Junior reaches for the receiver. “Who are you calling?”
“The police of course.”
Junior wrestles her for the receiver. “No! No calls to the police or anybody else.” He pulls the receiver away and hangs it up. He gets Vickie into an arm lock, forces her to her knees. “You wanna get us all in trouble? This is mercy killing here. Don’t you get it? There’s big, big money to be made.”
“Let me go!”
Mickey stands by, not sure what to do.
Junior pleads, “Mickey, for shit’s sake, help me out. Get the duct tape. It’s in the kitchen drawer.” He stuffs a handkerchief into her mouth.
Mickey fetches the tape and wraps it over her mouth and around her head.
He then wraps her wrists behind her back.

On a putting green in Sarasota, Rick lines up a putt. Ray obsessively picks up bits of debris in the path of the ball. Lorna, in the background, buys two diet Cokes and three hot dogs from an attendant at a refreshment shack. “Where’s Disneyland? Is it around here?”
The attendant points in a northeasterly direction. “A couple a hundred miles that way.”
“It’s not here?”
“No, ma’am. It’s in Orlando.”
“Shit, fuck, piss.”
“You could rent a car. Take you four hours. Hertz place is right down the street.”
“Thanks. Maybe I’ll do that.”
After Junior gets off an awkward, weak drive, Rick nods toward Lorna. “What about her? She know what’s going on?”
“Yeah, no problem. She’ll be with us when we do it. Like, moral support.”
“We? When we do it?”
“It’s company policy that a member of the family has to be on the scene. That’s the rule.”
“Fuck the rule. What do you think I’m paying you for? Look, tomorrow night. We’re having a party…two, three hundred people, a band. When the time looks right, I’ll show you where his room is and where the gun is. You take care of business, va-voom, he’s out of his misery and you’re back at the party.” He hands Junior an envelope. “There’s half. The rest when it’s over. The party starts at eight.”
Junior tucks the envelope into his back pocket.

In the Zook kitchen, Mickey fries a pork chop, then transfers it to a plate, which sits on a tray with a paper napkin and a plastic knife and fork. He slathers mayonnaise on a slice of white bread, tears it in half, puts the pieces alongside the pork chop. He adds a plastic bottle of drinking water to the tray, drops a roll of toilet paper into a plastic bucket, and unlocks a padlock that’s recently been installed on the hall closet door. Vickie sits inside on a small stool, her head lost among hanging clothes, under a pull-string light.
Mickey places the bucket in a corner. “In case you gotta go potty, use that. And here’s some water and a chop. Now, I’m gonna take that tape off your mouth so I can feed you. Don’t make any kind of a ruckus. You promise?”
She nods. He peels off the tape. “You can’t keep me in here forever, you asshole.”
“Don’t be calling me names. I don’t think you’re bonding with the group. There’s five of us in the family. If four of us vote one way, you gotta go along. That’s democracy, isn’t it?”
“If this is a democracy, I’m a political prisoner!”
“Pipe down or the tape goes back on.” Mickey cuts the chop with the plastic knife. “You’re gonna feel pretty stupid in ten years, Vickie, when it’s all legal and somebody else got in on the ground floor. We’ll be sitting out there in our rocking chairs, flat broke, sick as dogs, wishing we could afford a service like Thanatek.”
“Mickey, you know what the French call this?”
“No, what?”
“Folly-ah-doo. It means when two people go nuts together. In this case, it’s four by my count. That would be folly-ah, whatever four is.”
“You need some time alone, to work on your attitude. I’m gonna go over and grab a steak at the Angus Room. I’ll check on you when I get back. Finish eating.”
“How can I?” She indicates the duct tape on her wrists.
Mickey hesitates a moment, then unwraps her wrists. “Okay. Okay. You can’t get out of here.”

At Rick’s McMansion, a high roller bash is in progress. Lorna eats canapés, drinks champagne from a fountain. Junior listens to a boozy businessman go on about money: “It’s simple as pie. Business is the art of making money. Art is the manipulation of a medium, any medium. Business is the manipulation of the medium of currency. That’s what makes it an art. I think of myself as a business artist.”
Rick appears, “It’s time.” He takes Junior aside.
Lorna, Rick and Junior make their way slowly up a staircase and stand outside a door. Lorna eats a stuffed mushroom, drinks champagne. “So Disneyland’s in Orlando. I thought it was here. Maybe we can rent a car and drive there tomorrow or something, Junior.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
Rick says, “That’s like three hundred miles. It’ll take all day.”
Lorna swallows the last of a mushroom. “Fuck, man, Florida must be bigger than it looks.”
Rick and Junior puzzle a moment over her meaning.
“The gun is in the dresser drawer,” Rick says.
“What about the noise?” Junior wants to know.
“It’s got a silencer. There’s a lotta noise downstairs. I’ll tell the band to crank it up. Nobody’s gonna hear anything.”
“So I just give it to him and leave, right?”
“First, make sure he’s awake. He sleeps a lot. You put the gun in his hand. You put his finger on the trigger. You step out here into the hall. You wait ten minutes. If he hasn’t done it by then, you go back in there and help him out. Help him squeeze the trigger. That’s what I’m paying you for. Okay?”
“Yeah, yeah. Sounds okay. Let’s do it.”
Rick hands Junior a sealed envelope. “Here’s the suicide note. Leave it in there where somebody can find it.”
Junior pockets the envelope. He and Lorna pad gingerly into the room. Muffled party sounds can still be heard. The band plays an instrumental version of “Hey Jude.”
In the dimly lit bedroom, the dying man lies in a king-size bed, pale and corpselike, eyes closed. Breathing shallowly, he appears to be asleep. Junior approaches the bed slowly. “He’s asleep.”
Lorna investigates the room. She finds photos of the man as a young, handsome, Korean War-era fighter pilot. In one he runs from a crashed, burning plane. In another he hugs a beautiful young woman. She finds dozens of medals and ribbons mounted on black velvet and framed, and others of him in a variety of sports uniforms.
Junior pulls on a pair of latex gloves, opens the dresser drawer, removes the gun, a nickel-plated 9mm. “Jesus Christ. This looks like the same gun I pawned.”
Lorna has a close look. “I don’t know. All guns look the same to me.”
“Somebody put a silencer on it, but it’s the same gun.”
“There’s probably a million guns that look like that. Come on. Get on with it. I’m going in the girls’ room. I’ve been eating like a pig.” She enters the bathroom.
Junior, still spooked by the gun coincidence, examines it closely again before attempting to place it in the man’s hands.
“Hey, you awake, sir? You hear me?”
Lorna purges noisily.
The man’s eyes snap open just as Junior extends the gun. “There’s the weapon, sir. All the best luck to you.”
With a palsied hand, the man takes the gun. Junior backs away from the bed, meets Lorna coming out of the bathroom.
They wait in the hallway.
The band downstairs plays “The Girl From Ipanema.” Lorna’s getting hungry. “We wait how long, ten minutes?” she asks.
“Yeah, that’s what Rick said. He said wait ten minutes. If the old guy don’t do it, I gotta go help him.”
Lorna lights up a yellow Sherman, paces the hallway. “I saw this program yesterday. They said serial killers liked killing people. It was a thrill. I’m having some fun with this, but I’m not thrilled. If we were making just as much money some other way, that would be fine. It doesn’t matter. These people are basically dead anyway. So this is definitely not serial killing, right?”
“Right. That’s what makes what we’re doing so cool. We don’t get any kick out of it. It’s just a good living, no different than most jobs.”
“I guess I’m cool with it, you know, basically.”
“Good. I’m going in. Ten minutes is up. He needs some help. It’s part of the job. That’s the way I gotta look at it.”
“Wait a minute. Don’t go in yet. I wanna tell you something. You know what?”
“What?”
“I think I’m pregnant. I’m not sure, but it feels like a little bomb went off down in there.”
“Piss-poor timing, Lorna. A fucking baby is the last thing we need right now.”
“That’s a nice thing to say, Junior.”
“I’m gonna hafta go in. You stay out here.”
“Can we go to Orlando tomorrow? We can rent a car, take a bus or something.”
“We’ll see. Maybe. Lemme get this over with. We’ll go down and drink a toast to the little bastard you’re having.”

In the bedroom, the man is asleep again, the gun still clutched in his hand. Junior nudges him. “Hey, you gonna do it?”
The man’s eyes pop open. Terrified and confused, he points the gun at Junior. “Who are you?” He fingers the trigger. “Identify yourself.”
“Uh?” Junior turns to run for the door, but the man fires a shot, striking him in the back. He falls. The man drops the gun and dies.

In the Zook home closet. When Vickie stands up, she jostles a crowded shelf and several shoeboxes fall. One falls open and spills its contents: the rabbit’s foot stash, the yin/yang pendant, a jar of patchouli oil, newspaper clippings about the Manson killings and the scissors she’d used to clip them. She holds the rabbit’s foot, stares at it, flips through the clippings. After musing over her mementos briefly, she uses the scissors to start a hole in the sheetrock wall at the back of the closet, then uses the plastic knife to saw a larger opening.

In the Angus Room, Mickey and Myra cut into bloody steaks. A bottle of inexpensive wine sits on the table. In a booth in the background, Mr. Smoot burbles boozily to a bespectacled, studious young man.
Myra recognizes him. “Isn’t that Principal Smoot over there?”
Mickey looks over. “That’s Smoot. Corrupting youth again.”
Smoot sips Drambuie on ice. He beams at the young man. “Did I ever tell you the difference between the sublime and the beautiful, Matt?”
“I don’t think so, Mr. Smoot.”
“Stop it with the Mr. Smoot. It’s Phil. Just Phil.”
“Okay…Phil. No, you haven’t told me about that.”
“The difference is…like I said…the difference is…ah, shit. What was I talking about?”
“You were going to tell me the difference between the sublime and the beautiful.”
“Yeah, right. Well, beautiful things are safe things, like poems, like Ming vases, like…like…the face that launched a thousand ships …Cleopatra. The sublime, now, that has an element of danger to it…like lightning…King Kong…Mt. Everest…or the great blue rolling oceans.”
Mickey says, “There’s nothing more pathetic than a queer getting old.”
Myra wants to hear about the business.
Mickey says he guesses things are going more or less according to plan. “A few little hitches here and there. But basically everything’s fine and dandy with that. Junior’s down in Florida right now, paying a call on a customer.”
“A call? He’s paying a call? What does that mean?”
“Look, we’ve got some ends to tie up. When that’s taken care of, I’ll tell you the whole deal.”
“Are you ever gonna leave Vickie? And be with me full time? Tell me the truth, now.”
“Jeeze, Myra. Don’t push me. We got some unfolding events here that…you know…might drag on a while.”
“How many times have you told me you hate her?”
“Millions of people live with people they hate. I hate her, I hate my son-in-law, my brother. I even hate my own daughter.”

In the closet, Vickie has made an inch-wide hole in the sheetrock, allowing her to start breaking off ever-larger chunks. She pushes through the sheetrock into the bathroom and peeks out the door. She can see part of the living room.
The phone rings twice. The machine answers with Junior’s voice. “Thank you for calling. All our associates are busy with other clients or on the phone. Please leave your name, the time you called, contact information and a brief message after the tone. We’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”
Vickie ventures into the living room, hears the caller’s message. “Hi. A friend of mine down in Florida gave me your number. He said you were…that you performed…unusual services for people. My name is David…X. I don’t like giving out personal information, so I’ll call back. Thanks.”
Once Vickie is satisfied that no one is around, she dashes to the front door, remembers something, returns to get Wendy’s cremains from a kitchen cabinet, then makes a run for it. Dogs bark at her as she hurries down the street. When she reaches the corner, she sticks out her thumb toward passing traffic.

In a police station, the officer on duty eats tamales at his desk. Vickie enters, breathless.
“Can I help you, lady?”
“I wanna report a murder…maybe two.”
“One or two murders? And you wanna report them?”
“Yes. Maybe more than two.”
“Okay, have a seat over there. I’ll be with you in a minute.”
Vickie waits nervously. In a small office at the end of a hall, an officer reads the Weekly World News. A radio on his desk is tuned to a talk show. Someone says, “Status symbols like cars, expensive clothes, luxurious homes, and swimming pools often confuse visitors to the United States. Most Arabs, Latins and Africans, for example, are accustomed to a two-class system in which privilege exists only when accompanied by wealth. Classes are polarized and there are just two: rich and poor. Because the United States economy operates on the basis of a mass market, blue-collar workers, miners, farmers, even people on welfare, own goods that represent great wealth elsewhere. In terms of hours of work, the cost for such luxuries here is low. Understandably, the man from Ecuador, for example, assumes that the owner of a car in the United States is rich, but…”
The officer switches to a C&W station. Johnny Cash sings, “I shot a man in Reno, just to watch him die.”

Ray, he’s on probation. They make him wear one of those “house arrest” things, where they put a little ankle bracelet on you that tells them where you are all the time. And, of course, they cancelled his wife’s policy. So he’s flat broke again. He just cuts the lawn all the time now. It never stops, the sound of that mower. They told him they might give him a piss test at any time, and that he couldn’t drink at all, not even a beer. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Ray offed himself this winter when the grass dies. And my daddy, he works for the post office now. He got his old friend Wayne’s job after Wayne died. They said Wayne had eye cancer. I never knew you could get cancer in the eye. Is there anything in your whole body you can’t get cancer of? Can you get cancer of the heart?
Vickie moved out, of course, considering all the shit that happened. Her and Daddy are in the process of getting divorced. She’s working down at the Tamale House, which used to be the Squat ‘n’ Gobble. She’s been going with that moron, Walter, the meat cutter. Compared to him, Daddy was a real bright light.

Mickey marches up the street in summer postal gear, delivering mail to those houses that aren’t abandoned, burned out or boarded up. He too wears an electronic device around the ankle. Stray dogs growl at him as he passes. He has his pepper spray in hand. One dog leaps at him, but he squirts it in the eyes and the dog runs off whining.

The newly-remodeled Squat ‘n’ Gobble, now called the Casa de Tamal, features a busy drive-thru. Vickie works the window, bagging bundles of tamales and passing them into cars.
Walter drives up in his meat truck. On the radio, Ricky Nelson sings “Garden Party.”
“Hey, Baby. Gimme three bundles and a Big Gulp Coke. How you doing?”
“I feel good.”
“Wanna go out tonight? It’s Friday.”
“Where to?”
“Let’s rent a movie and go over to my place.”
“Okay.” Vickie hands him his order. “What about The Treasure of the Sierra Madre?”
The driver of the next car in line blows the horn.
“Ummm, yeah. Or maybe Night of the Living Dead. We’ll stay up late, till we fall asleep.”
Other horns blow.

In Myra’s trailer, at the dining table, she pecks furiously at her laptop. She fills her cup with strong coffee, adds lots of sugar. On a shelf behind her are multiple copies of her novel, Deathcraft. At least six cats sleep around or scratch the sofa.
One of the bedroom doors opens and out steps Lorraine, tucking in her Animal Control shirt, then combing back her short hair. She kisses Myra on the cheek. “What about lunch?”
“Perfect. I gotta be downtown for my book signing anyway.”
“We’re on, then. The tamale place?”
“Around twelve fifteen.”

In Lorna and Junior’s room, the sound of a ventilator in the background blends with the soft yak of the Shopping Channel. Lorna, fat and pregnant, sits trancelike in a chair, eating a cream-filled doughnut, drinking a diet Mr. Pibb, watching the Shopping Channel.

Me? I’m too pregnant to work or anything, so I just stay home and take care of poor Junior.

Junior lies in a vegetative state, hooked to a ventilator and a feeding tube.
Lorna finishes the last bit of doughnut, turns her attention to the Shopping Channel as its hucksters offer bargains on cheap jewelry.



The Wind Wagon

The body rounded in front, something in shape like a boat, to overcome the resistance of the air. The wheels are remarkably light, large and slender and the whole vehicle strongly built. Two masts, somewhat raked, carry large, square sails, rigged like ships’ sails with halyards, braces, etc., etc. In front is a large coach lamp to travel by night when the wind is favorable; and it is steered by a helm attached to the fore-wheels. A crank and hand-wheels allow it to be propelled by hand when wind and tide are against them.
— Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine, 1860
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A buffalo camp, Kansas prairie, 1873. Canvas tents and several mule-drawn wagons define the camp’s edges. One wagon’s bed is filled with bleached buffalo bones, another’s with pelts, yet another serves as a chuck wagon. Near an Indian tepee, a bit removed from the camp proper, buffalo tongues cure over a smoldering buffalo chip fire. One of the hunters rubs buffalo fat between his palms, then works the oil into his hair before combing it.
Six Toes, a Kiowa woman, stretches out a pelt, hair side down, pegs it to the ground for drying, then rubs it with buffalo brains to cleanse it. She’s not happy in this work. Bow String, her male counterpart, skins a buffalo. Stone-faced and impassive, the picture of suppressed rage. When a grasshopper crawls across his face, even as it moves over his open eye, he suppresses any movement, not a flinch, not a twitch, not a blink.
Howard Dewey mounts a dark brown mare. Over his long buffalo hide jacket he wears a looped belt holding forty or fifty sizeable cartridges and a skinning knife. He carries a.50 caliber Sharps rifle. Beneath his sweat-darkened ten gallon hat, below his menacing eyes and rum-blossom nose, a gold tooth glimmers in the sun.
The horse saunters over to Bow String and Six Toes. Dewey spits tobacco so close to Six Toes, a few drops splash her. Then his horse pisses so close to Bow String, some of it splashes on him. “A thousand pardons, Mr. Bow String and Miss Six Toes.” He tosses them a coin each. “Hey, squaw, you really got six toes?” Six Toes continues with her chores. “Show me them toes. Hurry up.” He throws her another coin. She removes her moccasin and splays her toes. “Well, skin me alive. Wiggle ‘em fer me.” She wiggles all six for him. “One, two, three, four, five, six. There they are. Damned if I ain’t seen everything now…. Well, you two git back to work.”
Bow String and Six Toes watch Dewey ride out of the camp. Bow String says, “When the white man is gone, the Great Spirit will be satisfied.”

The open prairie, buffalo grazing. Numbering in the thousands, the animals face into a brisk wind and feed at a leisurely pace among dozens of their own dead, some of which have been skinned and left to the scavengers. Picked-clean bones litter the landscape. Among them are hundreds of prairie dog towns, the prairie dogs standing alert in their mounds. A muffled, distant, almost inaudible gunshot rings out. One of the buffalo falls. The others titter and snort, but remain calm. The prairie dogs disappear into their holes. Another distant shot, another buffalo falls. Again, the rest of the animals startle but return quickly to a calm state.
On a low, rounded hill above the herd, Dewey’s big rifle is held steady by a Y-shaped stick stuck in the hard sod. Grasshoppers crawl over his body and along the barrel of his rifle. Taking a plug of tobacco from his pocket, he bites off a chunk and looks at the herd below through a telescope. He folds the scope, yanks his “Y” stick out of the ground, mounts his horse and rides down the hill.
As he nears the dead buffalo, the horse loses its footing in a prairie dog hole and falls, propelling Dewey into the air. His rifle fires and a bullet rips through the leather of his boot, severing his Achilles tendon. He falls to the ground hard, knocking himself unconscious.

A prospector’s claim in the Colorado Rockies, 1875. A cobbled-together cabin sits near a swift mountain stream in a small, hidden valley. Smoke billows from its rusted metal chimney. A mule feeds on lush grass at the stream’s edge. Accompanied by raucous calls of feuding magpies, the sound of a shovel blade digging into gravel echoes against the high bluff overlooking the valley.
With a British accent, a rawboned prospector sings as he works: “Then if beneath the evening star…beside the great Pacific’s wave… thou find’st an early tomb afar…his grace will there thy spirit save.”
Atop the cliff, a slightly older, dirtier and more grizzled Dewey leans on his Sharps. His hide jacket and wide-brimmed hat show the wear of several years. He takes a few awkward steps toward the edge of the cliff. His right foot dangles, so every step is carefully taken and measured. He’s watching the prospector shovel sand and gravel from the streambed and dump it into one end of a twelve-foot-long wooden sluice known among gold panners as a “long tom.” Stream water rushes down the sluice, washing sand and gravel through an up-tilted, perforated iron sheet called a “riddle,” which filters out the gold.
Dewey lies on his stomach and pulls himself to the edge of the cliff for a better view. Below, the prospector harvests several small gold nuggets from the riddle, along with an abundance of gold flakes, then a much larger nugget. He picks up the prize nugget, examines it, bites it, rubs it, holds it up to the sun. “God’s blood!” He drops the big nugget into a pouch that is already nearly full of smaller nuggets, packs it in for the day, and plods toward the cabin singing: “Oh Susanna, don’t you cry for me. I’m bound for Coloradee with my washbowl on my knee.”
Having seen all this, Dewey slides a shell into his buffalo gun and makes his way stealthily down the side of the bluff, until he kicks a rock and starts a small landslide. As the prospector opens the door to the cabin, he hears the tumbling rocks. Stepping toward the stream he shades his eyes from the sun and looks up and down the side of the bluff. Dewey has curled into a ball behind a stump and can’t be seen from below. Shortly the last few falling rocks settle. Only a bit of dust remains.
Satisfied that the rock-fall was a natural event, the prospector’s attention focuses on a hawk spiraling toward the top of the cliff. It disappears for a moment, then flies off with a plump copperhead in its talons. The snake struggles to free itself and succeeds, dropping inches from the prospector’s foot. The frightened mule hee-haws and kicks the air. The prospector back-paces slowly from the snake, retreats to the cabin, enters, slams the door to an interior sparsely furnished with table, chair, bunk, wood stove, and a drawing of Queen Victoria on the wall. He bolts the door, takes a cautious peek out the window, has a swig of whiskey from a jug and sits at the table. On it is a balance scale, tweezers, a two-barreled Derringer, a bottle of nitric acid, a small anvil and hammer, a bottle of lye, a can of baking soda, a tin of oysters, and a jug of whiskey. He opens his pouch, removes the largest nugget, places it on the anvil and hammers it gently. The nugget flattens as he hammers it, causing him to smile. He places the slightly flattened nugget in a small saucer and pours nitric acid on it. The acid bathes the nugget but shows no reaction with it. “Absolutely pure,” the prospector whispers to himself. “No reaction at all.”
He pours the day’s take of dust, flakes, and smaller nuggets onto the balance scale and weighs it.
Dewey creeps through twilight shadows to the cabin. He peeks into the window and sees the gold glimmering in the candle’s light. His parched lips break into a gold-toothed smile. He raises his rifle and takes aim at the door.
Inside, the Sharps’ deafening boom and the explosion of the lock sends the prospector leaping from his chair. He backs into a wall, too far from the Derringer to defend himself.
Dewey swaggers in, slides another shell into the rifle, and sweeps the Derringer from the table with the barrel. “Hold it right there, you limey son of a bitch. So much as twitch and you’re a dead man.” He reaches for the pouch of gold. The desperate prospector lunges to the table, grabs the bottle of acid, flings the contents at Dewey. With quick reflexes, Dewey removes his hat and holds it in front of his face. The hat catches most of the splash. A few drops land on the front of his buffalo hide coat. He fires a shot that leaves a gaping hole in the prospector’s chest and in the wall of the cabin behind him. Dewey backs out of the cabin with the gold, foot flapping, his hat and jacket with smoldering acid burns.

A stormy night, heavy rain falling in sheets. When lightning strikes, the Binder place is illuminated: a house, barn, other outbuildings, a small family cemetery and the Binder Store, a sagging wooden structure with a rusty tin roof. Nearby, a grim-looking apple orchard, most of its trees dying or dead, buzzards roosting in their branches.
A hand-scrawled sign is nailed to the front of the store: Grokeries. Below that, another reads: MISS KATIE BINDER * POWER to HEAL ALL ADDICTIONS * Heiron — Opium — Tebaco — Alcahol *
A heavily laden six-mule wagon pulls up to the store, its canvas-covered load top-heavy and leaning precariously. Two men sit in the wagon: Howard Dewey and a man called Cousin, the driver. Dewey wears his acid burned hat and jacket, clutches a tattered satchel in his lap, his Sharps standing within easy reach. One of his boots has been fitted with leather strands running from the toe box to the top of the shaft, serving to keep his foot from flapping. His pants are tucked into that boot but not the other.
Cousin wears a wide-brimmed, black mule skin hat and mule skin boots. He is a rough-hewn, randy sort, the original “teamster” type, armed with a holstered six-shooter and a single-shot Winchester rifle. He says, “Mr. Dewey, you ain’t spoke three words since we left out of Denver.”
“Ten by my count, Cousin. I remember I said, ‘I don’t like being talked to for no good reason’.”
“Ain’t you even curious what we’re haulin’ back there?”
“Tell me if you want to.”
“Three ton o’ granite. Tombstones, for Kansas City dead folks. Maybe they ain’t dead yet, but they will be.”
“You cain’t argue with that, Cousin. You sure cain’t.”
“That was a long damned ride without nobody to talk to. Only thing you hear is them mules breakin’ wind.”
“It’s jest the way I am. Whole family’s like me. Could be a dozen of us at the dinner table and all you could hear was the rat-tat-tat o’ knives and forks on them ole tin plates.”
“Well, there’s one thing I need to know before we go on in there, Mr. Dewey.”
“What’s that?”
“What kind of a boot is that with them straps?”
“Shot myself in the back of my foot huntin’ buffalo. Had a danglin’ foot. This here keeps it right.”
“Them holes in your hat. How’d you come out o’ that with yer head still on your neck?”
“Windy day in Silverton. It blew off my head. Drunk prospector took it fer a skunk ‘n’ shot it six times.”
“By cracky, that’s a good’rn. And them holes in your coat?”
“Had ‘er hangin’ in a tree one time to dry up in Canada. Feller thought it was a bear.”
“Well, I know them are lies, but I ain’t gonna dig no deeper. Let’s go on in and get fed. I’m hungry enough to eat the ass off a ministratin’ prairie dog. These people are good people, the Binders. They’re kin.”
The store’s shelves are nearly bare, the lamplight dim, the air smoky. One corner is partitioned by two quilts hanging from a rope. Bright lamplight peeps through the space between the quilts, allowing small glimpses of Katie Binder, thirtyish, six foot two, homely. A single, thick, blond pigtail hangs like a ship’s rope over her broad shoulder. She reads sotto voce from a book of Poe’s poems: “While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping, / As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door, / Only this and nothing more.” She closes the book, sips from a bottle labeled Tincture of Opium, then stares unblinking at the design on the quilt partition.
In the store’s kitchen, Katie’s peasant-like mother unloads loaves of black bread from the oven. Katie’s father, thin and white-haired, is a demented old sodbuster. He stands facing a blank wall, drawing the outline of his shadow with the end of a burnt stick.
Jonah Binder, Katie’s dull-witted brother, looks out the window. “There’s Cousin’s freight wagon, Mamma. Way overloaded, too. He’s got a passenger.”
Mrs. Binder: “Ah, mein Gott!”
Mr. Binder walks stiffly to the window and looks out.
Katie parts the quilts and emerges from her enclosure with a big, lazy, opium-smile, primping, clearly glad to have visitors.

Dewey and Cousin climb off the rig. Dewey struggles to carry his satchel in one hand and his gun in the other. Even though the customized boot keeps the flopping foot on the level, Dewey still favors the foot when he walks.
“Lemme hold that satchel for you, Mr. Dewey, fore you fall and break yer back.”
Dewey snatches it out of Cousin’s reach. “I’ll take care of it. I’ll take care of it.” In doing so, he loses his balance, falls to the ground, hitting his head. The satchel opens, spilling its contents, including the stolen bag of gold nuggets. While Dewey is unconscious from the fall, Cousin picks up the bag, looks inside. His face lights up. He places the bag back in the satchel as Dewey regains consciousness and reaches for it. “That there was a nasty fall, Mr. Dewey. Hope you ain’t hurt none.”
Dewey is in pain. “I wrenched my damn back is what I did. Help me up.” He extends a hand. Cousin helps him to his feet and they enter the store.
Jonah greets them. “Hello there, Cousin. Ain’t seen you in a coon’s age. What’re ye haulin’ that’s so damn heavy?”
“Tombstones, Jonah. Blank tombstones. They ain’t chiseled in the names or nothin’ yet.”
Katie gives Cousin a peck on the cheek. “Hi, Cousin.” She fixes a flirtatious, glassy-eyed gaze upon him.
Cousin removes his hat and coat. “Jonah…Uncle…Aunt…Katie. Has the Lord God been treatin’ you folks pretty decent?”
“Oh, we’re pretty much gettin’ by is all,” Katie says.
Mr. Binder, oblivious to the new arrivals, continues shadow-drawing on the wall. Jonah twirls his finger near his temple and points at Mr. Binder’s back. Katie whispers into Cousin’s ear: “Papa lost his mind. He don’t tend the apple orchard no more and Jonah’s too lazy and stupid to, so the trees all died. I try to make money with my cures, but we don’t get too many folks passing by out here. Who’s the gentleman?”
“Pardon me, folks, but my passenger here is Mr. Howard Dewey. He’s been out in Colorady prospectin’. And don’t bother askin’ about how them holes all got there. He’ll lie like a rug.”
Katie burbles, “Did you strike it rich out there, Mr. Dewey?”
“Far from it, girl. I’m as poor now as I ever was.”
Clutching the satchel tightly, Dewey flops into a chair. Jonah leans on a broom, stares at him. “You hugging on that satchel pretty tight there. What you got in it? Something precious it looks like to me.”
Katie scolds Jonah: “Ain’t none of your nevermind, you idiot.”
“Don’t you call me no idiot you damned fool.”
Without warning, Mr. Binder sprawls Jonah with a punishing kick in the ass, then throws his knife at the heart of the outline on the wall, retrieves it, throws it again. Jonah squats in the corner, wincing in pain.
Cousin says, “Tell me somethin’, Mister Dewey. Why would a man choose to travel on a hard-ridin’ old mule wagon when he coulda taked a train?”
Mrs. Binder approaches Dewey. “You vant food? Vee got boiled potatoes. Vee got black bread. Vee got butter. Vee got apple strudel.”
“Yes ma’am. I’ll have all o’ that.”
“Same here,” says Cousin.
Katie places her hands on Dewey’s shoulders. “How would you like a nice rub, Mr. Dewey? You got some tight nerves in yer neck. They’re vibratin’ like harp strings.”
“That would be real good, Miss. I took a bad fall and I’m sore as hell all over.” She rubs his shoulders, thoroughly distracting him. He closes his eyes.
“Make all yer worries be butterflies and let ‘em flutter away.”
“I’ll do mah best.”
Katie works the shoulder muscles. “So, how did you get them holes in your clothes? You can tell me, cain’t you?” She rubs his temples with her fingertips.
“The truth is, I got ‘em off a dead man. Fella was shot by a Wichita posse. Found his hat and jacket in a rubbish bin. I can live with the holes. He couldn’t.”
Jonah whispers into Cousin’s ear: “Hey, Cousin. Come on outside a minute.”
“Can’t you see I’m eatin’.”
“This is awful damned important. I promise.” They step outside. The rain has slacked to a drizzle. “Cousin, I seen a poke in that man’s satchel fulla pure yellow gold.”
“I guess it ain’t no secret no more, god-dangit. Don’t you go an’ start thinkin’ you got some claim on it, ‘cause you don’t. I seen it first.”
“Well I seen it second.”
Cousin urinates off the side of the porch. “Seein’ ain’t the same as ownin’, Jonah.”
“It sure ain’t.”
“We got the got-danged cart before the horse. Somethin’s gotta be done about that.” He draws his six-shooter. “When we get back in there, you git his big rifle so he don’t.”
Inside, the massage has resumed and Dewey’s eyes are closed again. Jonah tiptoes to the Sharps and takes possession of it. Cousin approaches Dewey with the gun thrust forward. In the excitement of the moment, his voice is like a young girl’s. “Don’t move, Mr. Dewey, or twitch, or nothin’. Jonah, relieve him of that precious satchel. Katie, you and yer mother better git behind them quilts.”
They do as instructed, but leave a tiny crack for peeping. Jonah lifts the satchel and places it on the table. Mr. Binder continues with his knife-throwing, seemingly oblivious to all goings on. Cousin says to Mr. Dewey, “You got enough gold in that satchel to sink a schooner. But look at them hands o’ yourn. Pretty damned nice if you ask me. You ain’t no prospector. ‘Spect you come by this some other way.”
“Maybe I did,” Dewey says. “So naturally I’m willin’ to share.”
“Are you, now. Well, that’s mighty damned generous. Jonah, open up that pouch and see if there’s enough to share.”
Jonah opens the bag, withdraws the pouch, pours some of the nuggets out on the table. “Holy Moses. I never seen so much gold in my whole sorry life.”
Dewey’s hand creeps toward his boot, which hides the prospector’s Derringer. Cousin looks at Jonah, Jonah looks at Cousin. Mr. Binder throws his knife into the wall. Katie and Mrs. Binder peek from the quilt-crack.
Cousin barks, “Aunt! Katie! I told y’all to git on in there. I don’t think no tender eyes oughta be lookin’ at what I’m about to do here.”
Dewey says: “Let’s be sensible, boys. Go on and take a few nuggets for your trouble.”
Jonah thinks that’s a decent offer. “Heck, that sounds generous, Cousin. How much you think we oughta take?”
“Jonah, you ain’t never been nothing but a mule-brain.” Now he addresses Dewey: “You gotta understand that what I’m fixin’ to do in a minute ain’t nothin’ personal. I’ll make it quick and merciful. Don’t fret any.”
“You gonna shoot me over a bag of gold? Take it all. Let me walk out of here. I’ll be gone for good.”
As Cousin gives this some thought, Dewey’s hand slides into his boot and withdraws the Derringer.
Jonah says, “You ain’t gonna shoot him in here, are you, Cousin?”
Mrs. Binder sticks her head out from the quilts. “Please. Do it in zee orchard. Vee don’t vant zat in here.”
Cousin is agreeable to that. “All right, Aunt. Let’s go, Mr. Dewey. We’re gonna go for a walk in the orchard.”
Dewey stands, the Derringer now concealed in the palm of his hand.
Jonah offers to get a pick and shovel out of the barn. “Let’s make him dig his own hole. I’m tired.”
Cousin is agreeable to that, too. “That’s good thinkin’, Jonah. Go on and fetch a shovel and pick from the barn.”
Jonah exits.
Cousin pokes the barrel of his gun into Dewey’s back. “Mr. Dewey. This here’s your last march. So let’s git it over with quick.” For a moment Cousin relaxes his vigilance to scoop up the gold nuggets from the table, allowing Dewey to raise the Derringer and fire two bullets into Cousin’s heart, killing him.
Mr. Binder throws a knife at Dewey, but it misses and sticks in the wall.
Dewey shoots at Mr. Binder but misses. On the second shot, Mr. Binder falls with a head wound, but isn’t dead. He moans and thrashes. Mrs. Binder kneels beside him, tries to hold him still. “Oh, mein Gott. Help me!”
Katie rushes to her. “Papa!”
Jonah enters as Dewey fires a coup de grace into Mr. Binder’s head, stilling him. “What in creation?”
Dewey points the gun at him. “You wanna go on livin’?”
Jonah looks at his father, who lets out a death rattle. “I s’pose I do.”
“Can you drive that wagon out there?”
“I s’pose I could. I rode with Cousin a few times.”
“I’d do it myself, ‘cept fer this got-damn foot o’ mine.”
Mr. Binder expires in Mrs. Binder’s arms. Katie weeps.

In the orchard, a hard rain falls. Mrs. Binder and Katie cry on one another’s shoulders under an umbrella as Jonah and Dewey finish digging two graves under a dead apple tree. They pick up Cousin’s body and heave it into one hole, then lower Papa into his grave with a bit more care and solemnity.
Jonah’s hand is on his heart. “Goodbye, Papa. It’s fer the best, I think. I hope the Lord’ll take care o’ you ‘cause we’re for sure plumb tired o’ doin’ it.”
Dewey offers an “Amen,” then shovels dirt into the holes. Jonah joins him in the task.
Mrs. Binder and Katie sob deeply with every shovelful.

At dawn, Jonah checks over the wagon and harness, preparing to leave. Dewey sits in the passenger seat with his gun and satchel. Mrs. Binder and Katie look out from the doorway. Jonah climbs onto the wagon and whips the mules. As the wagon rolls forward, several headstones fall out of the bed and stick upright in the mud.

Hays City, Kansas, a day or two later. A wind is kicking up in the dusty streets. Jonah drives the weary team down 8th Street, turns onto Maple, passes a lumber company and a bank, then turns up an alley. A small crowd, including Sheriff Peppard and his diminutive deputy, Ratoncito, stand over three fly-covered dead men, all with multiple bullet wounds. In the background, watching the proceedings patiently and unobtrusively, is the town’s black-suited mortician, his silver tooth gleaming in the sun. An artist with a pad sketches the bodies. A newspaper reporter takes notes.
As the wagon passes by, Jonah tips his hat to the group. Dewey does not tip his hat, or even take his gaze off the street ahead. Peppard and Ratoncito eye the holes in Dewey’s coat. They immediately grow suspicious of him, as if picking up the scent of his criminality.
Moving on through town, Jonah reins in the mules at a livery stable, where a blacksmith busily works his bellows in the process of fabricating a wagon hub. The conical pile of coals glows brightly. Beyond the half-dozen stalls is a wagon twice the height of an average one, and fitted with sails. The blacksmith glares suspiciously at the two strangers.
Dewey gets down, dusts himself off, knocks away the ever-present grasshoppers. “Mornin’.” He isn’t looking at the smithy, but at the strange conveyance at the back of the stable. He points his rifle at the wagon. “What in the Lord’s name is that contraption?”
“That there’s a wind wagon, built with these here hands. Put a sail on her, she’ll move across flat land at a pretty good clip when there’s a good wind up.”
“Mighty fine lookin’ machine.”
“What kin I do fer you boys?”
Dewey leans on his Sharps like a cane. “Well now, the thing is, I gotta sell off this whole rig, cargo included. Got word yesterday a well-to-do uncle of mine done died over there in Dodge City and left me a pile o’ money. They say I gotta git there quick to claim it.”
“Spit it out, Mister. What’re you sayin’?”
“What I’m sayin’ is, I’d be willin’ to trade somebody that mule rig and wagon dead even for a half decent horse and saddle. Looks like you got a few of ‘em here. How about that one on the end there.”
“The whole kit ‘n’ caboodle for one horse and saddle?”
“Yessir.”
“Well, I ain’t too interested. It wouldn’t be that horse anyhow. That one belongs to Sheriff Peppard. And the one next to it, that’s his deputy’s.”
Jonah steps in. “You mean two, don’tcha, Mr. Dewey? Two horses. One for me and one for you?”
Dewey leads Jonah out of the smithy’s hearing. “This is where you git off, boy. You can go on back home some way.”
“Holt it right there, Mr. Dewey. You owe me something for what you done to my family. ‘Sides, I cain’t go back there and live with them two womens. I’d sooner be shot.”
“What’ve you got fer brains, mashed turnips? Your got-damn family was tryin’ to shoot me, remember?”
“Don’t matter. If you hadn’ta come along, none o’ that woulda happened.” Jonah signals the blacksmith with two fingers. “We need two horses.”
The blacksmith shakes his head. “Now we’re whistlin’ a different tune, my friends. These rigs ain’t much use to people no more with the railroads goin’ in everywhere. One horse? Maybe. Two? No, sir. No deal.” He rests his hammer on the anvil and takes a good look at the mules. “You been runnin’ that team pretty hard, ain’t you? They’re foamin’, they’re sweatin’.”
“Oh, hell, they can take it,” Jonah says. “Them’s Missouri mules. Stump broke and all.”
“We got a cargo worth something in the back. Go look.”
The blacksmith throws back the canvas at the rear of the rig, examines the load, returns to his anvil. “Not interested. Still ain’t worth it. What am I gonna do with all them tombstones?”
“Heck, we saw three dead fellers on the way into town. There’s three sales right there. Everybody ‘round here’s gonna die some day. You can’t lose if you live long enough.”
On a sudden impulse, Jonah jerks the ball-peen hammer from the Blacksmith’s hand. “Two horses! You hear me?”
“The hell you say.”
“I’ll take a sick one. You got any that’s gone lame?”
“Go on ‘fore I git the sheriff.”
“The hell you say, you miserly old coot.” Jonah strikes the blacksmith a hard blow to the head with the hammer. As the blacksmith falls, he pulls a hot coal along with him. The ember ignites a clump of hay. Jonah and Dewey quickly saddle up two horses, the sheriff’s and the deputy’s. They mount, ride up the alley and out of town just as the fire begins to blaze out of control.
Peppard and Ratoncito rush past the flames to rescue the wind wagon while the undertaker drags the blacksmith’s body out.

Two days of hard riding later, Dewey and Jonah come to a creek and dismount near a tall cottonwood tree, their horses exhausted. Nearby is an abandoned homestead with a small house, a well, a windmill and a leaning barn. The old windmill, not oiled for many years, gives off eerie tones as wind whistles through holes in its wooden blades, which cast moving, free form shadows.
The frame of an outhouse remains, too near the well for proper sanitation.
A scarecrow stuffed with cottonwood leaves and dry prairie grass is all that’s left of a garden plot gone fallow and weedy over the years. Hundreds of prairie dog hillocks dot the area. While the horses drink at the creek, Jonah climbs the cottonwood and looks westward through a telescope. Dewey stretches and arches his back to take the kinks out, then limps toward the empty house. On the way he accidentally steps into a prairie dog hole, turning his good ankle. “You devils! You already got one o’ my feet.” Furious, he fires a shot at the nearest prairie dog, blowing it to pieces.
In the house a few things have been left behind: three dishes, a child’s doll, a gnarled boot, a dead rat rotting in a corner, a Farmer’s Almanac. Dewey walks around, checking things out. He is startled to see a rat terrier behind a broken chair with its foot on a half-eaten prairie dog carcass. Dewey snaps his fingers. “Here, little feller. Come on over here. Looks like you done been left behind.” He kneels. The dog creeps warily over to him. He pets it. Its tail wags.
Jonah yells, “Git on out here, Mr. Dewey! Lord God a’mighty. Look what’s comin’ after us.”
With its masts and sails in place, the wind wagon glides through high grass and over rough sod at a fast clip, blown along by strong winds from the west. Sheriff Peppard operates the rudder while Ratoncito mans the brake.
“You see ‘em yet, Ratoncito?”
Ratoncito applies the brake. Peppard lowers the sails. They roll to a slow stop. Ratoncito climbs out of the wagon, kneels, shoos flies and sniffs at a pile of horse dung.
“How long are we behind ‘em, Ratoncito?”
Ratoncito holds up two fingers, then three.

Dewey looks through his scope. “It’s the sheriff and that little Mezkin deputy. They’re in that damned wind wagon. God-damn it, why’d you crown that old smithy like that? Now we’re not jes’ horse thieves, yore a murderer. Shit.”
“Oh, yeah. Well, jes’ how was we gonna git us them horses? He wadn’t gonna bargain.”
“He’d a give one horse, you ignorant cretin. I’d be on my way to Nogales.”
Jonah spits tobacco. “All right, then, we are where we are, so what do we do now?”
Dewey rolls a cigarette. “Lemme think on this a minute.” He surveys land and sky, searching for inspiration. He looks up the creek, down the creek, up at the sun, kicks the soil. A prairie hen suddenly rushes from a clump of grass and flails around pretending to have a broken wing, trying to lead Dewey away from its hatchlings. As he watches this, an idea comes to mind. “I know what to do! Jonah, you ride north, I ride south. They won’t know who to foller.” Dewey mounts his horse.
“Hell, when am I gonna get somethin’ fer my trouble? When am I gonna see you again? Hell, I drove you all the way to Hays. Ain’t I entitled to somethin’?”
Dewey unsheathes the Sharps and tosses it down to Jonah. “Take my Sharps and git!”
Jonah mounts Ratoncito’s horse and rides north. As soon as he is out of sight, Dewey rides to the abandoned barn, grabs an old rusted pick from the wall and digs a hole as fast as he can with his gimpy foot. He buries the gold pouch, scatters straw over the spot, and rides south.

Atop a rise, Peppard and Ratoncito see two horsemen riding in different directions. “Lookee, Little Rat, they’re splittin’ up. If it was me, I’d sure be headed south for the border. You agree?”
Ratoncito nods.

Several hours later, Dewey rides the last breath out of his horse. Its forelegs buckle and it falls, throwing Dewey to the ground. The wind wagon is very close now. Dewey kneels, looks intently at the bright blue sky and the billowing white clouds. “Lord, I’m gonna hafta put this whole thing in them tender and merciful hands of your’n. Looks like what’s come to pass is too powerful for a weak and sinful man like me to figure his way out of. Please, strike these men dead or somethin’. Maybe a bolt of lightnin’.”
Dewey surrenders to his fate and holds his hands up as the wind wagon glides bumpily toward him, the sheriff and deputy standing in the bed with guns drawn, their badges glimmering in the sun.

Prison sounds: men shout, men scream, men fight, doors clank, men sing. Dewey wipes his finger across the small kerosene lamp that sits on a tiny table near his cot and uses the soot to do a multiplication problem on the wall: 365 X 10. After a brief but intense mental struggle he writes the answer: 3,650. He stares at it and his eyes moisten with tears.
A guard comes to Dewey’s cell door, holds a Bible between the bars. “Here’s you a copy of the Good Book, Howard Dewey. It would be a wise thing if’n you read it, ever’ word.”
“I cain’t read worth a flip.”
“Take it anyway and learn.”
Dewey lies on his cot, opens the Bible to page one. “All right, here we go. Genesis. One. In the be…be…beginnin’ God cre…cre…created the heaven and the…earth. Two. And the earth was with…out form, and vo-ide er vo-eed, and…dark…ness was upon the face of the deep.”

The abandoned homestead. Burning summer sun. Jonah pulls up in a dilapidated, ox-drawn wagon piled with supplies, the Sharps at his side, his stolen horse tied at the rear. He steps down and unloads building materials and commodities: wire, a keg of nails, hammer and rough-hewn lumber, sacks of beans, coffee and flour.
He puts his hands on his hips and admires his new home place. As if to greet him, the old windmill turns squeakily in a sudden gust of wind and the outhouse topples over. He glances at the leaning barn. “She’ll fall in the next storm,” he says to himself. Prairie dog warrens surround the house. Their towns, one a few feet from another, stretch as far as the eye can see. Hundreds of them stand sentinel behind their hillocks, all watching Jonah and yelping.

Dewey’s cell. Thirty days have been marked by lampblack streaks on the wall. He places his small table beneath the high window and stands on it tiptoe to look out at the only outdoor scene afforded him: a high stone wall and a four-seater outhouse with prisoners lined up to use it. All are naked and hatless under a broiling sun. They sweat so profusely the ground is wet beneath them.
Now he lies on his cot and opens the Bible. “And God blessed them, and God said unto them, be fruit-ful, and multi…multi-ply, and replen-ish the earth, and sub-due it: and have dome-onion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle and every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.”

The homestead. The rat terrier, a permanent resident, sleeps in the shade of the horse, which obligingly remains perfectly still. Repairs have been made on the house and outhouse; the barn has been propped up with cottonwood logs. The windmill, greased, turns freely, keeping the well full of water. Not far from the house, Jonah plows sod behind his ox. From a safe distance, prairie dogs watch him work. From an even safer distance, Six Toes and Bow String also watch.
Bow string says, “The white man is a working fool.”
Six Toes adds, “And his god is a slave driver.”
They stifle laughter.

Dewey, having grown a bushy mustache, watches carpenters work on a gallows and a coffin, then makes another mark on the wall with lampblack and lies on his cot to read the Bible aloud amid the din of prisoners coughing, wailing, moaning, fighting, crying and swearing. “This is an evil among all things that are done under the sun…Yeah also the heart of the sons of men is full of evil, and madness is in their heart while they live, and after that they go to the dead.” He closes the book and thinks. “I’ll eat my hat and shit it out a shoe if this book ain’t all true, ever’ got-damned word of it.”
With a thump, a pair of grasshoppers land on the window bar and begin the mating process. Dewey, celibate all this time, is quickly aroused by the sight. Gradually his hand slides inside his trousers and he fondles himself.

A room in a well-to-do Kansas City home. Nelly, about thirty, sits before a mirror, sketching herself on a piece of letter-size paper. She looks at the sketch, seems satisfied. She applies lipstick, makes an imprint of her lips on the paper, folds it, stuffs it into an envelope along with a letter. She lays the envelope on a table next to a newspaper opened to an ad for mail-order brides. She addresses the letter to: Mr. Jonah Binder, Dodge City, Kansas.
A knock at the door. “Nelly? You in there, girl?”
She’s frightened, hides the newspaper and letter. “Yes, Papa? What is it?”
“You know, Sweetheart.”
“Not tonight, Papa. Please.”
“How come, Honey Pot? You know how empty my bed is without your mamma. You know how I get the longin’.”
“She’s been gone five years, Papa.”
“Lemme in!”
“No! I don’t care about your longings anymore.”
“The hell you say!” He forces the door open and enters, a paunchy man in his sixties. He removes his tie, backs Nelly into the bed.
“Please. Don’t do it, Papa.”
“You look just like your mamma, darling baby. You’ve got the same set of teets.”
“I’m not her!”
He unbuttons his shirt. “Take off them clothes, now. Don’t make me do it. I might hurt you.” He takes a big swig from a flask.
Realizing she has little choice, she surrenders and undresses.

A wooden walk in front of the Hotel Dodge & Saloon. Jonah’s ox wagon pulls up. In the bed is a cage containing a dozen prairie dogs. Jonah hops out, carries the cage through the rear door of the building into the kitchen, a dim, gloomy room with steaming pots everywhere and a layer of grease on every surface. An iron pot of thick, brown stew bubbles on a wood stove. On another burner, a pig’s head boils. Cockroaches run along the wall.
A Chinese cook, Mr. Ling, chops onions and carrots with a cleaver. A mouse feeds on a piece of carrot at the edge of the chopping block. With a sudden, deft strike of the cleaver, Mr. Ling chops off the mouse’s head, sweeps the pieces to the floor with the cleaver blade, and resumes chopping carrots.
Jonah enters, sets the cage down. “Here’s a dozen, Mr. Ling, fer the stew pot.”
Mr. Ling takes one of the prairie dogs from the cage and twists its neck until it breaks. He lays the carcass on the chopping block and feels it for fatness. He slits open the belly and smells the innards. “Mmmmm. Velly flaglant.”
“Them’s as good as eatin’ in Kansas gets. I’ll let ‘em go real cheap. The whole bunch fer a dollar. Now don’t go sayin’ there’s prairie dogs everywhere and how they’re not worth spit. Lookee, it ain’t the dogs yer payin’ for — it’s the trappin’. I got special methods.”
“Okay. One dollar.” He gives Jonah a dollar, opens the cage, dumps the prairie dogs into a sack.

In a grocer’s, Jonah loads up on flour, beans, coffee, tobacco and whiskey. He lays all his money on the counter. “My bride’s comin’ today from Kansas City.”
The clerk says, “Ain’t that nice.”
“She’s a looker, too. We’ll have us some babies, I ‘spect.”
“Ain’t that nice.”

The train station waiting room. Jonah enters, approaches the station master. “Yeah, feller, what do you want?”
“Pardon me, sir, but is that train from Kansas City runnin’ on time?”
“Far as I know, it is. Can’t guarantee they’ll all have their hair, though. Some Kiowas killed some people out by Salina. Whole family. Took scalps. Even the baby’s.”
“Good Lord, don’t be goin’ on thataway. I got my mail-order bride on that train.” He displays her sketch. “That there is a picture she drew of herself, lookin’ in the mirror. Ain’t she the prettiest thing you ever seen? She wants to homestead, like me. Don’t care for city life a’tall. I got some plans, too.”
“Don’t we all. What’s yorn?”
“Prairie dogs. I got a way of trappin’ em. You git a nail keg, you fill it half with sand. You turn the keg over a prairie dog hole. Course you gotta make it so you can open the top when you got one trapped. See, a dog will burrow up through the sand to see what’s goin’ on, but he can’t dig his way down again. He’s trapped.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why in the dickens can’t he dig back down again?”
“Cause as fast as he can dig, the sand’ll fall back in. He can’t get nowhere. I come along and I open the top and there he is. I got me a prairie dog.”
“And then what you got? Somethin’ that ain’t worth the sand you wasted.”
Jonah thinks this over.

Outside the train station, sundown. Jonah sleeps in a chair leaning on the wall as the train pulls in. He looks at Nelly’s sketch as he paces the platform, waiting for her to get off, which she does, the last of ten or fifteen passengers.
“Hello, Nelly.”
“Hello, Jonah.”
They stare into one another’s anxious eyes and kiss awkwardly.

One wall of Dewey’s cell is completely filled with lampblack smudges. With long hair and a full beard now, Dewey reads from the Bible by lamplight as it rains and thunders outside. “I gave my back to the smiters, and my cheeks to them that plucked off the hair: I hid not my face from shame and spitting.” He muses a moment. “Now what in the hell is Isaiah goin’ on about here? Whose cheeks are we talkin’ about? And who’s this that’s fixin’ to pluck the hair out of ‘em? And what’s all this shame and spittin’ about? Heck, I’m beginnin’ to think this book’s just a pile o’ snakeshit.”

The office of the Justice of the Peace in Dodge City. Jonah and Nelly exit, smiling, elbows locked, Jonah waving the marriage certificate. Behind them the door closes and the OPEN sign is turned to CLOSED.
“I guess we’re hitched, Sweetheart.”
“Forever?”
“Of course, Darlin’. Forever.”
They leave town on Jonah’s wagon.

Dewey sits crosslegged on the floor of his cell, carving nuggets out of soap with a long thumbnail that he’s let grow for this very purpose. A drawstring pouch made from a bandana and a bootstring sits in front of him on the floor. When he’s finished carving the pretend gold nugget, he drops it into the pouch and smiles with childish glee.

A small area of Jonah’s homestead has been plowed, enough to support a modest garden, though its furrows are littered with prairie dog burrows. Stove wood is stacked neatly near the front door of the house. The windmill is dead-still as Jonah and Nelly arrive. The terrier runs from the barn and barks at Nelly, then bites her ankle. Jonah kicks the dog into the air. “You nasty little viper! Get on outta here…. He ain’t mine, Darlin’. He came with the place.”
“Look, I’m bleeding,” Nelly says.
“Let’s go on in and put some linney-mint on it.”
Jonah carries Nelly over the threshold and sets her down. The place is Spartan in its furnishings — little more than a stove, a bed with a straw mattress, a table and a chair. Worry and disappointment cloud Nelly’s face as Jonah applies lineament to her bite, spilling some on the bed. The dog continues to growl at her.
Jonah confesses he isn’t much of a housekeeper. “Nell, that’ll be your concern from now on. Warshin’, cookin’, cleanin’ and such.”
“It’s awful small, Jonah. It won’t be too long before we need a room for my baby.” She rubs her stomach. “I mean our baby, when we have one…which will be really, really soon…I hope and pray.” She raises her skirts and pulls Jonah down on top of her.

Dewey’s beard and hair are long and tangled. The strain of imprisonment shows in his weary eyes. Through his cell door he sees a condemned man being marched along in shackles by two guards. A preacher follows. “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters.”
Dewey shouts, “Preach! I beg your pardon. Can you spare a minute?”
“What is it son? This is a solemn time.”
“Here’s my question to you. If the Lord is my shepherd, and he makes me lie down in green pastures, that’s good. I’ll eat some grass. But what’s all that about leadin’ me beside still waters. What’s wrong with a nice, cool, fast movin’ crick?”
The preacher shrugs. The guards shrug. The prisoner says, “A sheep won’t drink from movin’ water.”
“Well, now, that makes a lotta sense. Thank you, Mister, and goodbye.”
Thirty minutes later, Dewey lies in his cot twirling his thumbs and staring into space as he listens first to the snap of the trap door, then the snap of the man’s neck, then a wet, gurgling death rattle.

Nelly lies abed, in labor. Jonah sits beside her, rubbing her stomach.
Rags boil on the stove. While stirring them, Jonah looks at a calendar on the wall. The month is March. Curious, he stops stirring and goes back through the pages of the calendar, stopping at October. He returns to the bed.
“You know what, Honey Flower. This little’un’s commin’ perty early. It ain’t gonna be very big. Hell’s bells, Darlin’. You only been here a day or two more than five months.” Nelly is not paying attention. She’s very focused on giving birth. “I reckon I had it wrong. I thought it took longer.” He thinks for a moment. “We could have two babies a year now. They could help out with the chores.”
“I’m gonna bust, Jonah! I’m gonna bust wide open!”
“Don’t go to frettin’, Darlin’.”
“It ain’t right! The baby ain’t right! I’m gonna die. It’s gonna kill me! Help me, Jonah!” Jonah is frozen with fear. Nelly gives one big push and screams as the baby squirts out, fat, full-term, bloody, with the umbilical coiled around his neck. The baby has a purple birthmark in the center of its forehead that looks like a vestigial third eye. Nelly faints. Jonah recoils in horror. The dog jumps on the bed and eats the placenta.

The homestead, four years later. Jonah pushes a wheelbarrow-load of sand to his prairie dog trapping grounds. On top of the sand is a cage. Tied to Jonah’s belt is an empty feed sack; in his back pocket a pair of heavy-duty leather gloves. He opens the hinged, latched top of an overturned barrel, reaches in and comes out with a fussing prairie dog, which he dumps into the feed sack. He repeats the process with the other kegs, finding at least one, sometimes two or three, each time. Soon the sack is full of chittering, barking, scrabbling prairie dogs.

Dewey looks over his cigar-boxed pill bug collection, about twenty or so. They feed on a piece of moldy bread. He uses his long thumbnail to separate two pill bugs from the rest. When he touches them they curl into pea-sized balls. He picks one up and pushes it into his right ear, then the other one into his left. He covers both ears with his hands and lies on the cot, giggling and squirming as the bugs open up inside his ears and try to dig their way out.

As Nelly washes dishes, James, her four-year-old birth-marked boy, frolics with the terrier and in the process knocks a jar of honey from the table. It breaks. Honey oozes out. The dog licks it. Nelly pulls the boy over her knee, pulls down his trousers and swats his bare bottom with a switch. “Bad little devil child! Bad little demon boy!”
The terrified boy screams in pain as Jonah enters with a skinned, dressed and bleeding prairie dog carcass. “Try fryin’ it this time. Soak it in some vinegar first. What’s that boy done now?”
“Broke the honey jar. He’s cursed. Can’t do anything right.”
“Go get on your pallet, son, and shut that mouth o’ yourn.”
Nelly sets the boy on his feet. His crying subsides and finally stops when he settles onto the pallet. “One more sound,” Nelly says, “and I’ll cut your tongue out with my scissors.”
The boy chokes back any further tears and uses both hands to pinch his lips closed.

Dewey’s beard is longer and bushier than ever on the day of his release. He’s wearing his fringed jacket and hole-riddled mule skin hat, sitting on his cot reading the Bible. “Revelation. Eighteen. And the building of the wall of it was of jasper: and the city was pure gold, like unto clear glass.”
A jailer approaches with heavy footsteps and unlocks the door. “You paid yer price, Dewey, you scum-sucking pig. You’re a free man.”
Dewey stands, looks back at the soot-covered walls and the patch of sky through the window one more time, then walks out with the dog-eared, dirty and much-read Bible. The jailer stops him. “Leave it for the next man. That Good Book is the property of the state of Kansas.”

In the background, the sandstone administration building of the State Penitentiary of Kansas. An old horse with a new saddle is tied to a post. “All right, now, Dewey,” the jailer says, “here’s yer horse, yer saddle, and yer ten dollars, compliments of the United States of America. Now ride the hell out of here and don’t ever let me see that ugly face you got ever agin.”
“Pretty doggoned old horse, there. Looks pret’ sick, too.”
“Name’s Comanche. She’s got some miles in ‘er yet.”
Dewey folds the bill into his pocket, mounts Comanche and rides off.

Nelly places burned prairie dog parts onto tin plates. She, Jonah and James bite into the meat. It’s extremely tough and they struggle to chew it. “It tastes like dirt,” James says and spits it back into his plate. Nelly slaps him hard. Jonah says, “If you don’t like it, go to bed hungry.” James cries all the way to his pallet on the floor.
Jonah says, “That boy’s a half-wit. He ain’t no good fer nothin’.”
“Maybe God’ll bless us with another one. A better one.”
“A boy with a strong back. And one that ain’t marked on the head like that ‘un.”
“And good pure blood.”
“Amen, girl. Amen.”

A dusty, windy Dodge City street. Dewey rides into town, swatting grasshoppers from his face and flicking them out of Comanche’s eyes. He ties up in front of the Hotel Dodge & Saloon.
The bartender, alone in the saloon, sits on a stool with his shoulders and folded arms resting on the bar, sound asleep. Dewey enters quietly, sits at the bar, plunks down a coin. No reaction from the bartender other than snores. Dewey plunks the coin louder. This time the bartender wakes up.
“Gi’me a shot o’ yer best sheep dip, there, Sleepy.” The bartender moves languidly toward the backbar, yawning. “Now lookit, Mister Take-Your-Time, I ain’t had a drop o’ liquor in ten long, dry years. And it’s painin’ me watchin’ you move around like a goddamned tortis.”
“Ten years?”
Dewey spits on the floor. “In prison. Fer killin’ a man that moved a little too slow fer mah likin’.”
The bartender speeds up his service and quickly pours Dewey a glass of whiskey. Dewey gulps it down and the bartender pours another one. “Them two’s on me, friend. Ten years is a damned long time.”
“You know what else I ain’t had in ten years? A woman. Somethin’ to stick my willy in.” He tents a five dollar bill onto the bar. “That there’s my last five dollars. What I want, in the followin’ order, is a decent meal, a room for the night, a bottle of that sheep dip and a woman.”
“Well, sir. I reckon we can accommodate you for a night. The dinin’ room’s open. Here’s yer bottle. I’ll see what I can do about that other service.”
“Send ‘er up to my room about ten. I’ll be drunk as a skunk and ready fer love.” He gulps down the whiskey with exquisite pleasure.

Dewey is the only one seated in the dining room. He gulps whiskey. The bartender, doubling as a waiter, approaches the table. “Yes, sir. What would you like? We ain’t got a menu. You tell me what you want and I tell you if we got it or not.”
“I ain’t had a juicy steak in a got-damned decade. I’d like one thick as the Bible and bloody as Jesus. Tell yer cook to take the cow out of the shade a few minutes. That’s all a good piece of meat needs. You understand what I’m sayin’?”
“Yessir. But we ain’t got no steaks today. Alls we got is prairie stew.”
“What’s in it?”
“Taters, turnips, carrots, onions and meat.”
“What kinda meat?”
“I ain’t too sure. The cook’s done took sick and went home.”
“Bring it on, I guess.”
As Dewey waits for his food, his bottle half empty, he quotes the Bible from memory. “He causeth the grass to grow for the cattle, and herb for the service of man: that he may bring forth food out of the Earth…. Psalms, one-fourteen, verse five.”
His stomach growls.
The bartender serves the stew with a piece of moldy bread. Dewey takes a bite of the stew. “What is this? Rat meat?”
“No, sir. That ain’t rat.”
“Got-damned prairie dog is what it is. I got fed better meat in jail.” He dumps the stew on the bartender’s shoes.

In one of the hotel’s rooms, Dewey lies in bed, naked and drunk. A lamp burns low on the bedside table next to a near-empty whiskey bottle. He belches.
There’s a gentle knock on the door.
“Come on in, Honey. I’m ready as rain.”
The door opens slowly and a very frail young woman enters, ghastly pale, eyes glazed, uneasy on her feet, fevered. She stands at the foot of the bed, averting her gaze.
“Ain’t you a skinny little thing? Don’t just stand there a’lookin’ at the wall, Honey. Come over here and get under the sheets with me. I like my women kinda bony.”
She sits on the side of the bed and removes her shoes. The effort leaves her short of breath and sweating profusely. Dewey, oblivious to her condition, sits up and begins kissing the back of her neck, reaching around and unbuttoning her dress. “What’s your name, my little prairie flower?”
“Annabelle.” Just saying her name gives her a coughing fit. Still unfazed, Dewey pulls her into the bed and kisses her roughly while struggling to get the rest of her clothes off.
“You oughtn’t kiss me too much. I’m sick with somethin’. It might even be the cholera.”
Dewey ignores the warning and kisses her hard while he fumbles for his member.

At the homestead, Jonah nails prairie dog pelts to the side of the house for drying. The dog nibbles on a prairie dog carcass. In the house Nelly sews pelts together, making a coat. But quantities of hair fall out of the pelts, rendering the task hopeless. James watches her as he plays with a stuffed prairie dog. Nelly shakes her head in disgust, throws her work on the floor. James smells the coat and holds his nose.
“It stinks, don’t it?” Nelly says, flinging it out the front door.

In the barn, Jonah spits in the dirt, stamps his heel and picks up one of the prairie dog cages. “I ain’t givin’ up, fellers. Some day you’re gonna make me richer than God. I just ain’t figured out how yet.”
He hears the rumble of thunder and moves outside. A storm approaches. Fierce winds kick up, lightning strikes. Prairie dogs hustle down their holes. The barn leans perilously.

In the house Nelly checks a pot on the stove as hard rain pelts the roof. In the pot, prairie dog parts boil with hominy and chili peppers. She ladles some into a bowl for Jonah, then another bowl. “James, come here and eat this.”
“No.”
“Eat it!”
James drags himself to the table nearly in tears. “It makes me sick.”
Nelly’s face flushes with anger. “Eat it or I’ll unscrew your navel and let your legs fall off.” James eases a small spoonful into his mouth, gags, spits it back up. Nelly knocks him out of the chair with a hard backhand. He cries, jumps onto his pallet, pulls up the covers.
Jonah samples a spoonful of Nelly’s concoction. She has a sample herself. Both spit it back into the plate. Nelly says, “I’d rather eat a cow’s ear.”
“We got any beans?” Jonah asks.
“I’ve already got some cooked.” Nelly reheats beans at the stove.
Jonah drinks whiskey and ponders things. “They ain’t no good fer pelts and they ain’t no good fer eatin’. They must be good fer somethin’.”
Stirring the beans, Nelly says, “What if you ground the damned things up, bones, innards and all, add a lot of salt and cook it good. I think if you put it up in jars you could sell it to the big city people. They can feed it to their dogs and cats.”
“This ain’t a time fer no hairbrained idees like that, Nelly girl.”
“All right, what if we raise them, lots of them, and tame them. People might want them for pets. There’s a railroad, you know. Up in New York, up in Boston, all those places. We’ll put them on ships and ship them to Nippon, to China, to Europe.” She rolls up her sleeves, scrapes the leftover prairie dog slop into a bowl on the floor. The dog eagerly runs to the bowl, sniffs, but backs away.
Jonah pushes his plate aside. “I’m goin’ to bed. Maybe I’ll dream up a decent idee.”

Hours later, as James whimpers softly and lies sleepless with hunger, Jonah and Nelly sleep soundly, full of beans and farting, until a crash of thunder and a flash of lightning that fills the house with bright blue light wakes them. Nelly looks out the window in time to see a swirling wind collapse the barn into a pile with the screech of nails and the splitting of old lumber.
“Git away from that winder, girl, so I can have a gander.”
Jonah is thankful to see his horse and the ox standing unharmed where the barn had been. “Lordy, lordy. Thank the lord them animals ain’t hurt.”

On the open prairie, the storm has passed. Dewey, slumped on his government-issue horse, makes his way toward the homestead, where lamplight glows in a window. He is wrapped in feed sacks to ward off the wind. He is sick, dying, or both. Vomit specks cling to his prodigious beard. Comanche steps into a prairie dog hole. Dewey slides off into the ankle-deep mud, where his boots become stuck. He steps out of them in his sock feet and plods on with his dangling foot behind the equally lame horse.
The moon looms large and shines brightly. As he nears the house, the dog barks.
Nelly shakes Jonah’s shoulder. “Listen.”
“The little mongrel’s after a prairie dog, Nelly. Blow out them candles and go to sleep. I got a barn to start raisin’ tomorrow.”
Nelly gets out of bed and opens the front door. “There’s a man on a horse, half dead. Who is it, Jonah? Who is that?”
Jonah rolls out of bed. “Maybe it’s old man Floyd from over at Hays City.” He looks out the door. “Nah, Floyd’s taller in the saddle. And he rides a better lookin’ horse.”
Near the house, both Comanche and Dewey collapse into the mud.
Nelly runs out to help, lifts his legs and tries to drag him inside. She gives up. “Jonah! Come and help me for gosh sakes.”
Still sleepy and annoyed at the disturbance, Jonah reluctantly helps to get him inside and put him on the dining table. Nelly lights a lamp, holds it over Dewey’s shivering, convulsing body. She slowly unwinds the feed sack wrappings, revealing his naked body a little at a time. Jonah looks at the face with a glimmer of recognition. But with Dewey’s closed eyes, full beard and long hair, he isn’t recognizable. Beneath the knotted, dirty beard, the flesh of his face is beet red, swollen, drenched with perspiration.
Nelly places her hand on his forehead. “I never felt anybody this hot. He’s on fire.”
“He ain’t got any clothes on,” James says. “And look, he shat on his self.”
Nelly raises her open hand. “Close your mouth! Get out of my sight!”
James retreats to his pallet, weeping.
Jonah says, “What’re we gonna do now? Closest doctor’s a day’s ride.”
“I better warsh him down.” She fetches a bucket of water. “He smells awful.”
“You, my wife, are fixing to wash the shit off another man’s wally?”
“You want him stinkin’ in the house all night? When somebody’s sick, you just have to help them.” Nelly wipes Dewey’s face with a damp cloth. Jonah reluctantly lends a hand after putting on his work gloves. He covers Dewey’s privates with a plate as soon as they are exposed.
Nelly snaps. “Get that plate off there and go stoke the stove. We’re gonna warm up some rags and put ‘em all over him. It’ll stop the shiverin’ and get him warm.”
Jonah stokes the stove and throws in a few dried ox patties.

Under rags, Dewey is either asleep or unconscious the next morning. Outside, his horse, barely alive, tongue protruding, lies where it fell. Jonah removes the saddle and loads a shell into his Sharps. The ox, harnessed, waits nearby. “Well, brother horse, you ain’t much good to the world no more. So I’m gonna go ahead and put all your sufferin’ to an end as I’m sure your owner would do if’n he wasn’t so bed-bound.” He fires a shot into the horse’s head, ties its rear legs to the ox’s harness and tows the carcass away from the house, leaving a trail of blood from the gaping bullet hole. Jonah unties the horse from the ox, looks skyward. Already buzzards circle. “Brother buzzard, brother coyote, brother worm and brother beetle. And any other gosh darn critter that wants to feast on this dead horse here — come ‘n’ git it!”

Near the well, Nelly rinses the last bit of Dewey’s clothing in a wooden tub. She squeezes it almost dry, hangs it on the line, empties the soapy water onto the ground.
Hauling up a bucket of fresh water, she carries a pail of it inside. Using a funnel she pours water slowly into Dewey’s mouth. He lies under the rags, still unconscious. She removes the funnel, wipes spilled water from his beard. He is delirious, but no longer shivering. She trims his beard and hair, smiling, and singing softly:
“Green grow the lilacs, all sparklin’ with dew…. I’m lonely, my darlin’, since part’n with you…. But by our next meetin’ I’ll hope to prove true…. And change the green lilacs to the Red, White and Blue.”

Later that day, Dewey lies on the dining table, dressed in a diaper fashioned from bed sheets. A candle in a tin saucer, balanced on his belly, burns brightly. Jonah, Nelly and James sit around him eating beans. There’s barely enough room for their plates. Nelly eats right next to Dewey’s head, Jonah at his feet, James at his midsection.
Dewey is greatly improved in appearance, redness gone, fever gone. Yet he remains unconscious. Nelly lifts his head and places a small pillow under it, then spoon feeds him some beans. Whatever spills into his beard, she wipes with a wet cloth. His eyes open as he eats, but they just roll around unfocused.
Jonah looks uneasily at the sleeping man on their table. “We ain’t even got no idea who he is or where he belongs.”
James pokes Dewey lightly with his fork and giggles, only to have Nelly slap him hard across the face. He runs outside screaming. This is a bit much even for Jonah. “You’re mighty mean to that boy sometimes.”
“I got my reasons.”
“He’s my boy, too.”
“Well…I guess I can say the truth, now that we’re married up…. It ain’t a pretty truth, but…James is my father’s boy.” A tear slips out of one eye.
Jonah holds her hand. “That’s what a boy needs is a granddaddy. Why in Hell don’t you write your father a letter and say he should come on out here and see his grandboy.”
Nelly looks at Jonah, dumbfounded by his ignorance.

Back at the Binder Place: a CLOSED sign across the door. The windows are boarded up. The signs that once hung from the porch roof rafters now dangle on broken wires, the paint faded, unreadable. A couple of wagons and a few horses are tied up in front of the house, a black wreath is affixed to the door.
In the parlor, Mrs. Binder’s body, coffined in a poorly made wooden box, rests on the dining table. A few black-clad mourners in attendance lower their heads in silence. Katie, standing at the head of the coffin, kisses the corpse on the forehead. “If you see Papa, tell him I love him and miss him dearly. And if Jonah’s there, tell him to please send me a sign that he’s passed on, so I won’t always be wonderin’ if my brother’s ever comin’ home. Good night, Mamma. I love you.” Several men in attendance nail the lid home and carry the coffin outside.
In the orchard a headstone with grasshoppers crawling on it reads:
GUSTAV BINDER
Born Hamburg, Ger., 1814
Died U.S.A. Kan. 1875

Beside it are a blank stone and an open grave. Men with ropes lower Mrs. Binder’s coffin into the excavation without ceremony. Dirt is shoveled in on top.
Katie walks back to the house in tears, accompanied by several women in black. On the porch men dawdle, smoke pipes, chew tobacco, carve wood, and spit. The women say their final goodbyes to Katie and coax their men to the wagons. She waves at them until the wagons are too far and dark to see. Alone now, she has a dose of tincture of opium, flops down in a chair and closes her eyes.
Her dreams have scarcely gotten underway when an unfamiliar sound ends them. With the empty tincture vial in her lap, she awakens to the sound of strong wind and flapping sailcloth. She feels her body drifting to the door. She feels her eyes looking out. On the horizon she sees a set of two square sails full in the wind.

The wind wagon sails over the hard prairie sod, fast, out of control. Two men are on board: Sheriff Peppard, now retired and wearing eyeglasses with half-inch thick lenses, and his former deputy, Ratoncito, retired in a sense, but also working for Peppard in a sidekick capacity. Ratoncito speaks with gestures, never words. As Peppard strains at the helm, his eyeglasses fall off. Everything is a blur. In searching for his glasses, he loses his grip on the helm. The wagon rolls on, out of control.
“Ratoncito! Drop the sails and heave the anchor!” Ratoncito lowers the sails, then applies all his strength toward lifting the “anchor,” fabricated from several plow blades and a cannon ball. He manages to get it over the stern. It bites into the sod, turning up a furrow, and slows the big wagon. “Step on the brake!” Ratoncito rides the smoking wooden brake, slowing the wagon further.
Katie backpedals into the house and watches terrified from the doorway as the wind wagon comes to a halt a mere foot or two from disaster. Peppard and Ratoncito climb out, shake off the dust and the grasshoppers. Katie greets them at the door, speechless, confused. Peppard removes his hat. “Good mornin’ ma’am. Hope all the commotion didn’t give ye’ a fright. But my assistant here ain’t quite got the hang of it yet. Please allow me to introduce myself. The name is Peppard. P-e-p-p-a-r-d. Luther Peppard. And this here little feller goes by the name of Ratoncito, which means “little rat” in Meskin. He ain’t never told me his real name. He can hear fine, but his daddy cut out his tongue when he was a little ole pepperbelly no bigger than that. So he’s dumb as a well bucket.”
Ratoncito bows gallantly and uses gestures to indicate pulling his tongue out and slicing it off with a knife.
“I’m Katie Binder, so pleased to meet you.”
“I see a fresh grave yonder,” Peppard says.
“That’s Mamma. Papa’s dead ten years. Don’t know what became of Jonah, my brother.”
Ratoncito crosses himself. Peppard grasps Katie’s hand. “My deepest condolences go out to you, Miss Katie Binder. I’m afraid we done landed here at the wrong time.” He continues to hold her hand and rub the back of it with his thumb.
“No, no, Mister Peppard. Please come in and enjoy a refreshment. Grieving all alone don’t make no sense at all.”
“Well, now, that don’t sound like a half bad offer. I’m parched as a cornhusk.”
Peppard and Ratoncito enter.
In the parlor a few minutes later Katie pours whiskey for them. “What in all the universe is that contraption of yours out there?”
“Well now, that wind-powered wagon was made by a blacksmith in Hays City. He was murdered and I come into possession of it.”
“Will you take me for a ride?”
He slugs the whiskey. “I’d be honored to. I do have a fear, though. We’re gonna be plum outta wind here when the sun drops off. If we don’t get goin’ soon, we’ll be marooned for the night.”
Katie shrugs, moves her braid to the other shoulder. “We’ll go tomorrow then. You can bed down here. There’s Mama and Papa’s room upstairs, right next to mine.”
The sheriff’s eyes are as big as dollars behind the glasses. “Now, Ratoncito, I ask you, how many times have you met a handsome young woman like this who also had manners?” Ratoncito’s thumb and forefinger form a zero.
Peppard considers his options, chooses deceit. “My dear young lady, I think it would be most improper for the two of us to be sleepin’ in a bed that belonged to someone so recently departed. Me ‘n’ Ratoncito got our bedrolls in the wagon. We’ll just throw ‘em out on the floor and sleep right down here.”
“Suit yourself, Mr. Peppard. But if you need anything, I’ll be right upstairs, the first door you come to. Good night, now.”

Later, Ratoncito sleeps on the floor next to an empty bedroll. Awakened by noises from upstairs, he listens carefully to the squeak of bedsprings and grunts of pleasure tumbling down the stairway. He makes the sign of the cross and goes back to sleep.

After sex, Peppard and Katie lie in bed, a lamp lit nearby. She has a sip of opium tincture, passes the bottle to Peppard, who also indulges. She takes up the volume of Poe and reads. “It was hard by the dim lake of Auber, / In the misty mid region of Weir, / It was down by the dank tarn of Auber, / In the ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.”
“Yer givin’ me the black twirlies…‘In the ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.’ I got the chills.”

James plays with a prairie dog head. Nelly salts a pot of beans, often glancing over at Dewey, who now sits upright in a chair, clad in a diaper. His bad foot dangles, blank eyes stare straight ahead. He drools slightly, his hands folded in his lap. The dog sleeps in a chair next to him. Jonah enters, tired, brushes off grasshoppers.
Nelly is almost in tears. “He needs a doctor, Jonah.”
“You reckon the fever cooked his brain?” Jonah waves his hand in Dewey’s face.
“You better go on into Dodge and fetch the Doc. It might be the cholera.”
Jonah takes a long look at Dewey’s face. “Or somethin’ else. If’n it was me gettin’ all that tender love and care, why I’d be awful tempted to stay ailin’ long as I could.”
“Don’t be silly, Jonah.”
“There’s somethin’ awful odd about this feller. What if he’s puttin’ on an act.”
Out of Dewey’s sight, Jonah checks the Sharps to make sure there isn’t a shell in the breech. He holds the barrel at Dewey’s temple, pulls back the hammer and winks at Nelly. “All right there, mysterious stranger, tell me what your name is by the time I count to three or I’m gonna blow yer head off.” Dewey’s placid, mindless expression is unchanged. “One…two…three. All right, then. Don’t say I didn’t give you fair warnin’.” Jonah squeezes the trigger, the hammer falls on the empty chamber with a loud click. Not the slightest flinch out of Dewey. “Reckon he is pretty sick.”
“Maybe he’s got family in town. Go on in, Jonah.”
“I s’pose I could sell some dogs to Mr. Ling while I’m about it.”
The moment Jonah and Nelly turn away, Dewey releases his held breath, breaks a sweat and, although his head remains still, his eyes move back and forth. He’s very conscious now, but not ready to show it.

The next morning, with the collapsed barn in the background, Jonah makes final preparations for the long ride. He ties two cages of prairie dogs to a travois. He puts on the buffalo hide jacket. James, looking sickly, runs into the outhouse. Dewey, still pretending to be semi-conscious, in diaper and boots, sits in a chair near the front door of the house staring into the sun.
Nelly fills a canteen with well water. “Have you got everything you need, Jonah?” Jonah ties off his last knot. “Well, Honey Pie, it looks to me like there might be just one more little thing. Why don’t you and me go on in, git nekid, and I’ll make you happy till I git back.” He grins like a sheep dog and begins to unbutton her dress.
Nelly backs away from Jonah, pulling the hem of her dress away from him. “Stop acting like a billy goat!”
“Gosh darn, Nelly. Don’t you know a man can’t control his-self once a gal gits his Johnny Brown all excited. Don’t make me force you, now. ‘Member how you got hurt that one time?”
He encircles her with his arms and thrusts himself against her. She tries to push him away, but her arms are pinned to her sides. She kicks him in the shin, to no effect other than a slight whimper of pain. He continues thrusting until he ejaculates in his britches, then releases her.
Dewey steals furtive glances at the goings on until a grasshopper lands on his forehead, crawls to his nose and perches there. He struggles against the urge to swat it away by pooching out his lower lip and blowing upward, which only succeeds in driving the insect backward to a new perch just above Dewey’s eye. This is more than he can stand. He pitches forward off the chair into the dirt.
Nelly rushes to him immediately, cradles his head in her arms. A moment later, James staggers out of the outhouse, walks dizzily a few steps and collapses. No one pays him any mind. Jonah mounts his horse and rides off, dragging the prairie dog-laden travois behind him.

Aboard the wind wagon, Ratoncito steers. Peppard lies in the bed with Katie, smooching and drinking rum. “Let’er go, Ratoncito,” he says. “Take the brake off! Full in the wind! Yahooo!”
Katie is drunk. “Sailing, sailing, da da da da da da.”
Peppard shouts, “Open ‘er up, Ratoncito, give ‘er a little more sail! Follow the wind wherever it takes us! More sail! More sail! Let off on the brake!”
Ratoncito lets out more sail, eases off on the brake. When the wind hits the canvas, the wagon lurches forward, nearly throwing him out, yet he keeps control of the helm.
Behind the wagon and riding fast to catch up with it comes a small band of Kiowas. Katie turns, sees them giving chase. “Luther! Look what’s coming after us! A bunch a’ Kiowas.”
“The scalpin’ist bastards there is. Gimme the helm, Ratoncito!” He draws his gun. “If they git close, let ‘em taste some lead.”
Katie clasps her hands in prayer. “Lord, I beg your forgiveness for all my transgressions. Mostly I’ve been good and decent. And when I wasn’t, it wasn’t my fault.”
The Kiowas draw even with them, but show no signs of hostility. One of them laughs. “White man fly like a bird!”
Fascinated with the strange wagon, the Kiowas try to keep up with it at first, then attempt to pull ahead.
Peppard takes the helm. “They want a race.” He holsters his gun. “There ain’t no horse ever bounded as fast as the wind.”
The Kiowas kick their ponies and the race is on.

The open prairie. A strong wind blows as a storm approaches. After hours of hard riding, Jonah stops to rest. He walks off a bit to urinate. As he stands there looking toward the setting sun, the wind wagon’s sails appear on the horizon. Disbelieving his eyes, he rubs them and looks again, now realizing he is in a direct line with the wild race. He mounts his horse, but it rears up, throwing him to the ground. The prairie dog cages come loose from the travois and break open as they fall, allowing the prairie dogs to escape. The wind wagon roars past, barely missing Jonah, who falls to the ground. In a moment he sits up in shock, dusty but unhurt. He watches the wind wagon/Kiowa race until it disappears and quiet returns.

The homestead, nightfall. Wind rattles windows in their frames. James, on his pallet in the dark, moans feverishly. Nelly, looking fevered, cuts Dewey’s beard with a razor. Still in a diaper, hat and boots, he sits at the dining table, continuing to feign a semi-conscious state.
Nelly feels her forehead with the back of her hand. “I’m taking the fever.” She gets into bed. Later, she sleeps fitfully. James is delirious. Moonlight pours through the window, a dying wind outside. Dewey awakens on the table, the dog curled near his feet. He sits up, pets the dog to keep him quiet, puts on his boots and hat.
He walks unsteadily to Nelly’s bed. The moonlight enhances her sickly look. “Ma’am?” He feels her forehead. He feels James’ forehead. “Looks like I done passed on the plague to you folks. I’m awful sorry. I sure do hope you git better soon.” He exits the house with a lantern.
Disoriented by the collapsed barn, he isn’t sure where he buried the gold. He lifts a board, lifts another, clears a space and digs while the little dog watches. The first hole yields nothing. He chooses another spot, clears it, and begins digging.

Early the next morning, while most of the house remains in shadow, a shaft of bright sun enters through a small window above the bed where Nelly lies delirious. James looks bloodless, stiff on his pallet, probably dead.
Dewey pours himself a cup of coffee, spoons some beans into a tin bowl.
He eats voraciously, glancing toward Nelly now and then with his mouth full.
Outside, the windmill creaks and shrieks and rattles as the wind picks up for the day.

Jonah rides along the trail at an easy pace, slumped a little in the saddle, not well. Face crimson, soiled trousers, he brings the horse to a slow stop, slides out of the saddle, vomits, crawls to the travois and ties himself on. He lifts his arm with every bit of strength he has left, and pulls the horse’s tail as hard as he can. The horse bolts as Jonah falls unconscious.

An old buffalo wallow, mud the consistency of pudding. The wind wagon’s wheels are stuck two feet deep. While Ratoncito tries to adjust the sails for maximum push, Katie nods out on a tincture of opium and Peppard grunts away at the hand crank. He holds his stomach, as if having abdominal pain, lets out a long, orchestrated belch. “I got me a spell o’ dyspepsia like I never done had before. Gimme some o’ that tincture, Katie.” She hands him the bottle and he has a healthy swig. She opens the Poe book and reads aloud. “We passed to the end of the vista, but were stopped by the door of a tomb — By the door of a legended tomb; /And I said — ‘What is written, sweet sister, On the door of this legended tomb?’ She replied — ‘Ulalume — Ulalume — Tis the vault of thy lost Ulalume!’ Ain’t that the prettiest name you ever heard? Yoo-la-loom…. When I have a child, that’s gonna be her name. Ulalume.”

Early morning. Peppard and Katie sleep in one another’s arms in the bed of the wagon. Ratoncito, pissing over the side, sees a horse and travois in the distance. Reaching the edge of the wallow, the horse hesitates, assesses the situation, then plods out to the stuck wagon, dragging Jonah through the muck. Ratoncito climbs down to the wagon’s axle, just above muck level, and has a close look at Jonah, pale, mudcaked and dead, flies carpeting his face. Peppard and Katie stick their heads over the side and look down.
Peppard says, “Is he Muerto?”
Ratoncito swats the horse on the flank with his hat. It trots off a few yards, where the strap holding the travois breaks under the strain and it falls into the muck, submerging Jonah’s body.
Katie says, “Sure ain’t the world’s nicest burial place.”
“A man can go to Heaven from anywhere, girl.”
Katie has another swig of her tincture.
Thunder rumbles in the west. A notable increase in wind flaps the sails. Peppard takes the helm. “Finally gettin’ up a decent wind. Come on, Ratoncito, let’s sail out of this damned mudhole.” The two pull the sails up to full, the wagon begins to move, gradually building up momentum in an ever-increasing wind, then rolls out of the muck and off into the open prairie again, blown along just ahead of the storm.

Nelly sits at the table in her white nightgown with a straight-ahead, unfocused stare. Dewey feeds her mashed beans. She eats slowly, mechanically. When she drools, he wipes it from her chin. “Where the hell is that husband o’ yours? I need to talk to him. What kind of a man would leave his wife alone out here in the company o’ somebody like me?” Nelly doesn’t answer. She’s not fully conscious.

The storm has passed. The wind wagon has come to a stop atop a hill, its sails torn in places. Ratoncito, high on the mast, repairs them with a needle and thread. Jonah’s horse drinks water from Ratoncito’s hat.
Peppard and Katie sit under the only tree in sight, a young hedge-apple with bright green fruit. She leans against one side of the tree, Peppard against the other, such that they face in opposite directions, she east, he west. From these positions, they reach around with both arms and interlock fingers.
“Luther?”
“Yes, sweetheart, what is it you want?”
“What if we get sick and die? What if we catch the cholera?”
“I ‘spect that’s in the all-powerful hands of the great provider, Katie. I do have a thought, however. I love you more than I ever loved any other woman in my whole life, including my sainted mother, Laura Lee. And, that’s sayin’ a damned lot.”
“Are you going to marry me, Luther?”
“Soon as we git back to Hays. And then we’ll pack up this wagon and we’ll roll all the way to Denver for the honeymoon.”
“Luther? Come here and show me how much you love me.”
Peppard scurries around and they begin to kiss passionately, until Katie looks over his shoulder, sees Jonah’s homestead in the distance and breaks off the kissing.
“What’s the matter, the wind blowed out yer flame?”
“See that little house way over there? That’s where that dead man lives, I wager. We oughta go tell his family.”
Peppard squints to see the house. “Reckon it’d be the neighborly thing to do, let ‘em know where the body’s at ‘case they want to come on out ‘n git it. And if they’re sick, why we can just make ‘em a note, tie it on a rock, and throw it to ‘em. Draw a little map, showin’ where the body is.”
“No, Luther, there’s nothing neighborly about that.”
“Well, my love, tell me, what would be the most neighborly thing to do?”
“We can’t leave human remains out in the middle of a wallow to get eaten up and dragged all over creation.”
“Yes, my love. You know, it gives me a very special pleasure when you talk to me hard like that and stern, like my mother used to.”
“Let’s go, now.”
“Pinch me.”
“Where?”
“Somewhere where it hurts.”
Katie stands on tiptoe, kisses him, then grabs him by the ear and leads him down the hill. He squeals with pleasure all the way. At the bottom they watch Ratoncito, on Jonah’s horse, tow the body out of the muck at the end of a long rope.

Later that day, yet another summer storm thunders in from the west. Near the house, Dewey finishes digging a shallow grave. James lies in a crudely-made coffin on the ground beside him. Nelly looks on, thin and pale. “Want me to say some words, ma’am? I know the Bible.”
“I guess so. Nothin’ was his fault.”
“Jesus loves little children. This here innocent boy, he will rise again. Jesus said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Them who believe in me will live, even though they die; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.’ John Eleven.”
“Thank you, Mr. Dewey.” She helps Dewey pick up the ropes that will lower the coffin.
Sails in the far distance catch their attention. The wagon is out of control in a fierce wind. Ratoncito struggles with the sails and leans on the brake, while Peppard, at the helm, tries to steer. Katie cowers in the bed, screaming. Jonah’s horse, tied to the wagon’s stern, drags the body on the travois.
“Drop anchor, Ratoncito! Drop anchor!”
Ratoncito lifts the heavy anchor and throws it over the stern, where it plows into the earth and cuts a swath through the sod. Dewey and Nelly drop the rope and the coffin falls into the hole. They run for the house, but the wagon overtakes them. Their bodies, caught up in and tumbling with the wheel spokes, cause the wagon to tip over and roll, crushing Peppard, Katie and Ratoncito in the process. Jonah’s body is thrown from the travois. His horse is the only survivor.

A few days later, Six Toes and Bow String walk their horses past the wreck as vultures and the little dog feed on the corpses. They observe the scene without expression. Bow String says, “When the white man is gone, the Great Spirit will be satisfied.” He strips off the buffalo hide jacket from Dewey’s corpse and tries it on. It fits him well. He and Six Toes ride off, passing through a prairie dog town near the collapsed barn. They fail to notice that one of the prairie dog mounds is studded with gold nuggets, and that other nuggets lie strewn among other mounds.



The Devil in Kansas

[image: ]
Shrublands near Trinidad, Colorado, late afternoon.
A U.S. Post Office step-van is parked in the dirt driveway of a shabby adobe bungalow. In the front yard, smoke rises from a trash fire in a rusty metal drum. Dry weeds roll past a satellite dish. Two buzzards feed on a dead rattlesnake. Grasshoppers mate on the door of a small metal garage.
In a bedroom of the bungalow, Sherry lies in a queen-size waterbed, sheet pulled to her shoulders. After fiddling with her silver eyebrow ring, she fires up a joint and has a pull of schnapps from the bottle. A bruise on her cheek and a healing shiner suggest a recent beating.
As she steps into tight jeans and puts on her bra, she looks toward a fastidious mail carrier, who stands before a dresser mirror combing his hair and working wax from his ear with a Q-tip. She says, “You better get down the road. Happy Hour’s over. The old man’ll be here pretty soon.”
When the mail carrier’s obsessive primping is finished, he slips into his comfortable orthopedic shoes, drops Sherry’s mail on her dresser, along with a hundred dollar bill, and leaves without a word.
Sherry pockets the hundred, tosses on a T-shirt and checks her mail. “Junk. Junk. Junk.” She drops the envelopes unopened into a trash can. “And more junk.” She fans through an issue of Dirt Rider Magazine, stops at a photo of a flame-red-clad dirt bike competitor flying through the air upside-down. The caption reads: Colorado Record Holder Moe Cross — To his fans, he’s ‘The Devil from Kansas.’
Sherry stares hard at the photo and then flings the magazine across the room.
Someone is playing a saw.

In another bedroom, a bamboo-framed print of Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane hangs above a thirty-six inch TV. Books and magazines are scattered here and there, mostly about the occult, alien invasions, science fiction and space exploration.
The Sci-Fi Channel airs the ‘Nick of Time’ episode of The Twilight Zone. In it, William Shatner slides coin after coin into a Devil-headed future-forecasting machine in a small town café. He and his wife become increasingly anxious as the machine forecasts ominous future events.
Sherry’s seventeen-year-old son, Joe, sits on the edge of the bed playing a saw and watching the show. There’s something odd about his expression and demeanor. He’s distant, in his own world. Perhaps he’s autistic, perhaps just weird.
He hears something and looks out the window. A black four-wheel drive pickup with two dirt bikes in its bed passes the postal van going in the opposite direction. Overcome with anxiety at the sight, Joe’s salivary glands cut loose and he drools. To soak it up, he sticks the knotted end of a handkerchief into his mouth and sits anxiously on the edge of the bed.
Sherry enters, smoking a joint and sipping from a bottle of peppermint schnapps. She reclines on an elbow beside Joe and looks out the window. “He’s heeeere.”
“He scares me, Mom.”
“Me, too, Joey. Me too…. Play something nice.”
Joe plays a mournful tune with mastery. He has a faraway, detached look as he becomes one with the saw. This is a prodigy at work.
A small tear leaks from one eye and rolls down Sherry’s cheek.

The black pickup slides into the driveway in a cloud of dust. When the engine is turned off, Procul Harum comes on the truck’s radio doing “The Devil Came from Kansas” at full volume.
Decked out in flaming red motocross regalia, complete with advertising logos, a drunk Moe Cross stumbles out of the pickup with a shotgun, his face unseen behind the tinted visor of his helmet. Short and wiry, he walks with a slight limp. When he spots the buzzards, he fires both barrels at them, missing. They fly off. He opens the garage door, backs his bikes down from the truck and rolls one in. To make room for the second bike, he kicks a few lawn chairs and a small Weber grill out of the way, then closes the door and sticks a wooden clothespin through the hasp to keep it closed. Before turning toward the house, he smashes the mating grasshoppers against the door with his hand.
Joe continues playing his saw, though his drooling is copious and the handkerchief is soaked. Sherry has a slug from a bottle of schnapps. “If he hurts either you or me, I’m gonna kill him. He’s evil.”
The door bursts open. Moe staggers in, visor down, voice muffled inside the helmet. “No sawing, okay? I’m fucking wasted from ridin’ all day. I gotta go puke, then I gotta crash.” Joe keeps playing, eyes shut, as Moe stumbles toward the door, then turns back. “Hey, Sherry girl. You stink. You been fuckin’ that postman?”
“Who pays the rent, asshole? I got a built-in money maker. Why not use it?”
“You fuckin’ stupid cunt!” He dropkicks Joe’s saw into the air, cutting Sherry’s arm. The handkerchief drops from Joe’s mouth. He looks at Moe and cowers. Moe staggers out and slams the door so hard the praying Jesus falls, bounces off the TV and hits Joe in the head, drawing blood. Sherry holds her hand over his mouth to stifle any outcry. “Please, please. Let that little prick go to sleep.” She picks up the saw and bow, returns them to the bag. “Honey, we gotta go. Right now.”
“Where?”
“Maybe Austin. I got a couple of friends down there.”
“What about all my stuff? My books?”
“Sorry, we gotta travel light. Fill up your backpack and take your saw. I’ll meet you on the porch in fifteen minutes. Okay?”
“Yeah, okay.” He begins packing.

Sherry searches inside the garage, finds a can of paint thinner, returns to the bungalow, enters her bedroom. Moe sleeps on the waterbed in riding gear and helmet. She sets the paint thinner on the dresser, packs a few necessities into a backpack, then backs out of the room sloshing thinner behind her. In the hallway she lights a match and holds it near the door’s threshold. The bedroom erupts in flame.
Moe awakens moments later under a dome of fire. He bounds through the conflagration and out the back door. Parts of his riding gear are aflame, his helmet is partially melted, but they’ve protected him from serious burns. He hits the ground rolling and snuffs the flames. By the time he gains his composure, the bungalow is ablaze. He runs to the front door. “Sherry! You in there? Sherry!” He runs around the side. When he passes the garage, he notices the door swung open. He stops, removes the helmet. Now he sees Sherry and Joe running in the distance. He puts his hands on his hips, looks at the fire, looks at Sherry and Joe running, kicks the dust. “You’re history, bitch.”

A casket factory at dusk. An eighteen-wheel rig backs up to the loading dock. Lettering on its door says ‘Overland Trucking — Denver, Colorado.’ Kenny, projecting a manly sort of sexual ambiguity with his silver earring, facial piercings, tight Wranglers and silver-tipped western boots, steps out of the cab and watches as a worker in a small fork-lift loads caskets into the rig’s trailer. The lettering on Kenny’s black bill cap says Bring it On. When a dozen caskets have been loaded, he signs a manifest and drives off.
A while later he pulls over on a stretch of desolate highway near a shabby school bus parked on the shoulder. A chubby man gets off the bus in a silk suit, Panama hat and white silk tie. He and Kenny shake hands and exchange small talk as twelve Mexican illegals file out of the bus. They carry various satchels and sacks, nylon bags full of fruit, bottles of water, toilet paper. Several of them carry empty five gallon plastic buckets. Kenny says, “Ten, twelve is all I can take this time. I’m haulin’ caskets back there.”
“Okay, man. Twelve. Leave ‘em off at the Breadbasket Café, Ulysses, Kansas. They know what to do.”
“Okay, the Breadbasket.”
The man places a stack of bills into Kenny’s open palm. “Three hundred a head. You okay with that?”
“Yeah, it’s a short trip.”

Moe wanders in shock. He removes the damaged helmet, showing his mullet haircut and angry, dumb, mean face for the first time. He has a pronounced horizontal scar on his chin. He watches the burning bungalow for a moment, then heads for his truck. He jumps in, but the engine won’t start. He cranks it over and over.

Kenny, back on the road, drives his rig along U.S. 160. A fire in the distance convinces him to drive out into a roadside picnic area whose only facilities are a battered picnic table and a half-dead tree. Pieces of toilet paper, fast food wrappers, and tumbleweed blow in the rig’s headlights. He hops out and watches the bungalow burn. Sherry and Joe materialize from the darkness, running and waving. Joe drools, the front of his shirt wet with saliva.
Sherry is breathless. “We need a ride. You going east?”
“Yeah.”
She gives Joe a fresh handkerchief from her fanny pack, which is well stocked with them. “Here, Joe. Soak that up.” She doesn’t want Kenny to get the wrong idea. “He over-salivates when he gets excited.” Joe tucks the end of the handkerchief into his mouth. The rest dangles.
Kenny asks, “That’s your house burning back there?”
Sherry nods, sheds a tear.
“I got a radio in the truck. You want me to call the fire department?”
“Too late for that.”
“Insurance company?”
“It was a rental, month-to-month.”
“Name’s Kenny.”
“Sherry. This here’s my son, Joe.”
“Nice to meet you, Sherry.”
They get into the cab. Kenny slides into first gear, the rig pulls onto the highway. Joe tucks the other, dry, end of his handkerchief into his mouth. Sherry tucks it further in. “Sweetie Pie, go play your instrument. Show Kenny how good you are.”
Joe climbs into the sleeper compartment and plays the saw.
“Where you two going?”
“South from Wichita. To Austin. You going through Wichita?”
“Yeah. Prob’ly.” Kenny is transfixed by Joe’s saw-playing mastery. “Jesus, I didn’t know a saw could do that.”
Sherry strokes Joe’s head. “He’s a genius. We’ll do okay in Austin. My confidence level is sky-high. I’m gonna be his manager….” She has a sip of schnapps. “Nice truck. What’re you hauling?”
“Coffins.”
“Coffins?”
Joe stops playing and looks anxiously toward the back of the rig.
Kenny says, “They’re empty, don’t worry.”
Sherry pops a stick of gum into her mouth.
Kenny turns on the radio, tries to dial in a station, but gets only static or stations too weak to hear.
Joe says, “Marconi.”
Kenny says, “Huh?”
“Guglielmo Marconi. Invented the wireless telegraph.”
“I thought that was Samuel Morse? The Morse code.”
“Morse’s telegraph needed wires. Marconi’s didn’t. It was known as radio. He died in nineteen thirty-seven, right after he discovered how to turn seawater into gold. Too bad he died with the secret.”
Sherry says, “I don’t know where he learns all this stuff. He got straight F’s at school. Till he quit going. He thinks he’s too smart for school.”
Joe waxes his bow. “I got abducted. That’s why I quit. They took me somewhere. It seemed like forever, but it all happened in about three seconds.”
Sherry reaches back and gently places her hand over Joe’s mouth. “Joey, don’t get into all that. You know it didn’t happen. Kenny’ll think you’re crazy.”
But Kenny wants to hear more. “You got abducted by aliens? What kind of aliens? Where were they from?”
“I don’t remember. It’s foggy in my mind.” He goes back to playing the saw.
Sherry pops another stick of gum. “He watches the Sci-Fi Channel twenty hours a day.” She holds out the pint of schnapps. “You want some, Kenny?”
“Nah. Never drink when I drive.”
She produces a joint. “Wanna smoke a doobie?”
“I don’t smoke either. But go ahead.”
Sherry lights up and has a drag. “Who owns the truck, you?”
“A bank in Denver. I’m up to my ass in hock.”
Sherry passes the joint to Joe. He spits out the handkerchief and takes a deep hit.

Moe’s in his black pickup, his jaw set, teeth bared, still in his scorched safety gear. He drives like a bat out of hell. Lighting one cigarette from the stub of another, he grips the wheel, punches in radio stations — pork futures, weather news, religious spew. None of it satisfies him. He puts in a Black Sabbath tape, takes a Baretta 9mm from the glove compartment, sets it on the seat between his legs. “Tomorrow, one less killer bitch on the planet.”

In the rig’s cab, Joe plays “Old Man River” on the saw. Sherry listens, her hands clasped in her lap, thumbs twirling.
“You got anybody?” Kenny asks. “Husband? Boyfriend?”
Sherry shakes her head. “Not right now. You?” She messes with her bra, trying to position it better.
“This truck’s my only partner right now.”
“Can I ask you something personal?”
“Maybe.”
“A girl needs to ask these things sometimes. For her own good.”
“Go ahead.”
“Are you now, or have you ever been, queer? It’s hard to tell anymore.”
Kenny chuckles, “I’m a breeder all the way. I’d be happy to demonstrate.”
Sherry struggles with her bra. “This bra’s killing me.” She unhooks it and pulls it out from under her T-shirt. “I’m gonna have to charge, you know. We’re mostly broke.”
“How much?”
“Usually a hundred. But considering gas and all, seventy-five.”

Back to Moe, speeding down the highway, going at least a hundred, Metallica’s “Kill ‘Em All” at full volume. The pickup’s engine misfires on a couple of cylinders, blue smoke pours from the tailpipe.

With lightning streaking across the western sky, Kenny’s rig pulls off onto a desolate dirt road and stops. When the engine dies, Joe hops out, walks far out into the shrubland, sits on a rock and plays his saw in the storm-threatening darkness, while Kenny and Sherry get it on in the truck’s sleeper.
When they’re finished, Kenny steps out of the truck to piss. Joe approaches him. “What’s your name again?”
“Kenny.”
“Kenny. You’re a real motherfucker. I don’t like it. It makes me feed bad.”
“It was her call, man.”
“Don’t do it within a mile of me, okay? It hurts.”
“Okay, okay.” Kenny walks toward the cab. “Come on, let’s go. There’s bodies waiting for those coffins.” Joe falls in behind him. They get into the cab. Sherry is smoking a joint and sipping schnapps in the sleeper. Joe sits in the passenger’s seat. The rig rolls out onto the highway. Rain falls.
Joe suddenly groans, bends forward, holding his abdomen, and lets go a thunderous fart.
Sherry says, “Oh my Lord. Prepare for the worst.”
Kenny waves his hand in front of his face. “Jesus, that’s foul.” He cracks his window. Rain pours in. He closes it.
“It’s been this way since the surgery,” Joe says.
Sherry shakes her head. “He thinks the aliens took a bunch of his intestines.”
“They did, Mother, with no anesthetic.”

The 66 Diner. In the parking lot a neon sign blinks: The 66…Diner. The sign shorts out in the rain, leaving only the word “Diner” blinking.
There are no cars in the parking lot, no customers inside. A sleazy-looking fry cook cleans the griddle. A waitress finishes filling plastic ketchup bottles and salt shakers, then turns on a radio behind the checkout counter: “The National Weather Service at Topeka has issued a severe thunderstorm warning, and a tornado watch is in effect for the entire listening area. These storms contain lightning, hail, and damaging winds, with gusts to fifty miles an hour. Stay tuned to KJFK for further weather information. To repeat…the National Weather Service…” She turns off the radio. “Let’s close up and go home.” She looks out the front window at the rain falling in sheets. “Shit. A truck’s pulling in.”
Kenny’s rig pulls up.

As Moe’s truck continues running roughly and spewing smoke, rain pours, treetops swirl in a strong wind. The only windshield wiper working is on the passenger’s side. Moe sits in the middle of the seat, trying to keep the road in sight. He turns on the radio: “The National Weather Service office in Topeka has issued a severe thunderstorm warning and a tornado watch is in effect until ten p.m. for the entire listening area. These storms contain lightning, hail and damaging winds, with gusts to fifty miles an hour. A funnel cone has been sighted three miles north of Wichita, Kansas.”
He squints to make out the diner sign, sees Kenny’s rig in the lot and slows down.
Inside, Kenny and Sherry sit in a booth looking at menus. Joe can be overheard in the nearby bathroom grunting and moaning, as if in pain.
Kenny says, “Maybe it’s his appendix. It could burst.”
“It’s all in his head. I asked him, I said, ‘All right, if they did surgery, if they took out some intestine, where’s the scar?’ He says they pulled them through his rectum. No scar that way. He says they also cut off one of his testicles. But he never would show me. Besides being a terrible liar, he’s a very modest boy.”
In the bathroom, Joe sits on a toilet in a stall, straining. From the next stall come strange, inhuman grunts, culminating in a loud splash and a hiss of steam. A white liquid runs along the floor into Joe’s stall. It looks like buttermilk with lumps and streaked with green mold.
Joe bolts from the stall, rushes into the dining area, slides into the booth, frightened, out of breath.
Sherry hugs him. “You okay, baby?”
“I’m scared. There’s an alien in the bathroom.”
“Now, honey, calm yourself down. Kenny, please go in there and come back and tell him there’s no alien in there.”
Kenny shrugs. “Sure. I gotta go anyway.”
In the men’s room, Kenny pisses in a urinal, then looks under the stall partitions. No one is there and the floor is clear.
At the booth. Joe looks out the window, sees Moe. “He’s baaaack.”

Moe slides the Baretta behind his belt buckle and slithers into the café. He sits in the booth opposite Joe and Sherry and removes his helmet.
Kenny arrives, stands near Sherry.
Moe says, “Who’s this asshole?”
“Kenny. He’s giving us a ride.”
Moe is on the verge of tears. “Lemme tell you something about love, Kenny. It hurts, like they say. She tried to burn me alive, this bitch did.”
“Get out of my life,” Sherry says.
“You fucked her yet, Kenny? She’ll fuck anything that moves.”
“Look, man….”
Moe, in tears, pulls the Baretta. “You ain’t leaving me! I don’t care what you done. You’re mine.”
Sherry takes Joe’s hand, attempts to exit the booth. “Let’s go, Kenny. He beats his women, but he don’t shoot them.”
Sherry and Joe ease their way out of the booth. Kenny slowly escorts them to the front door, dropping some money at the cash register. The waitress and fry cook stare at all this in disbelief.

Through the window, Moe watches Kenny’s rig pull into a stormy night. He points the barrel of the gun at his temple, straining mightily to summon the courage to pull the trigger, but just as he does, he ducks his head as the bullet is fired — into the back of the fry cook, who falls forward, plunging his head into the deep fryer with a horrible sizzle.
Moe puts on his helmet and makes for the door. To the frightened, sobbing waitress, he says, “Sorry. It was an accident.” As an afterthought, he removes all the cash from the register, then walks out.

Kenny’s rig, dawn. The storm has passed. Joe sleeps in the sleeper, Sherry nods in the passenger seat. Kenny puts his hand on her knee. “Talk to me. I’m getting sleepy.”
She wakes up. “Sure, okay, I’ll talk.”
“So…you tried to burn the guy up? Is that what he said?”
“I did. I shot at him once, too. I missed. He didn’t press any charges. But he beat me. He says I like to be beat. Maybe I do.”
They pass a sign on a fence-post depicting a raw steak: A KANSAS FARMER FEEDS 109 PEOPLE PLUS YOU. Wheat fields stretch to the horizon, stalks waving in the wind.
“Kansas,” Kenny says. “No more purple mountains majesty, just amber waves of grain.”
A huge grain elevator looms ahead. A road sign says: Ulysses, Pop. 2, 014.
Kenny says, “There’s a good place for breakfast up here.”
The rig pulls into the parking lot of the Breadbasket Café, whose logo, displayed on a sign, is a sheaf of wheat. Lots of wheat-harvesting machinery and grain trucks are parked around. Kenny edges his rig into a tight spot not far from a wheat field abutting the lot. A number of stake-bed trucks are parked nearby. He says, “You two go on in and get a table. I’m gonna check my load.”
Sherry and Joe walk to the front of the café. When they are out of sight, Kenny approaches one of the stake-bed trucks. The boss of a wheat harvesting crew sits inside.
“You the boss?”
“Yeah.”
“Got twelve for you.”
“We’ll need ‘em. Lotta wheat this year. Lotta wheat.”
“They’re in the back there. It’s open. Go ahead and load ‘em up.”

Inside the café, the breakfast crowd, mostly wheat harvesting crews, is abuzz with conversation. Harried waitresses scurry from table to table. Two busy fry cooks work behind the counter, frying eggs, making toast, sweating. Sherry and Joe sit at one of the few unoccupied tables. Sherry looks at the menu, says, “I love breakfast. It’s my favorite meal.”
The waitress appears, bad makeup job, popping gum, her mind elsewhere. “Somethin’ to drink?”
Sherry orders coffee. “There’s three of us.” Joe orders a jumbo Mr. Pibb. The waitress sighs, lowers her head, as if he had said something unforgivably wrong. “We don’t have Mr. Pibb. That’s a Coke product. Is Pepsi okay?”
“If you want me to vomit on your floor.”
“What did he say?”
Sherry says, “He’s allergic to Pepsi. It makes him vomit. Order something else, Joe.”
“You got root beer?”
“Uh-huh.”
“The biggest size you got.”
Kenny passes the waitress on her way back to the kitchen.
After serving the drinks, the waitress says,“You want something to drink, sir?”
“Yeah, a glass of milk.”
“Y’all ready to order?”
Sherry orders two eggs over easy, hash browns, sausage.
“Toast or biscuits with that, ma’am?”
“Biscuits.”
“With gravy or plain?”
“Plain, thanks, butter on the side.”
“We don’t got real butter, you know. It’s Country Crock.”
“I know.”
“Sir, what can I get you?”
“Just the milk. You got any antacid up there at the counter?”
“We got Tums.”
“Great. Bring me a pack of Tums with the milk.”
The waitress turns to Joe. “You?”
“Two double cheeseburgers, large order of fries. Don’t cook the fries.”
“We use frozen fries. You want your fries frozen?”
“Solid. Right out of the freezer.”
“You serious?”
“Yeah. They’re great that way. Try it sometime.”
“All-righty then.” The waitress toddles off.

Kenny’s rig rolls through the Kansas plains. Now and then a grasshopper splatters on the windshield. Each splat seems larger and louder than the last. In his jump seat Joe plays “Home on the Range” on his saw. Sherry sings along. “Oh, give me a home where the buffalo roam, and the deer and the antelopes play….”
The grasshopper splats increase until the windshield wipers begin losing the fight against the thickening grasshopper goo. Kenny can barely see the road.
Joe snaps out of his saw-playing trance. The sound of grasshoppers hitting the rig intensifies. Some of the collisions are remarkably loud, as if it were raining chickens. Kenny opens the window and sticks his head out. When he does, dozens of grasshoppers fly in. “Holy shit!” He quickly closes the window. The light in the cab dims, as if a cloud is passing overhead. Grasshoppers crawl all around the cab. Sherry tries to shoo them with her folded bra. In all the confusion, Kenny loses control of the rig as it crosses a bridge over a rain-swollen creek. The hind end of the trailer tilts just enough to break the coffins loose from their moorings. The rear doors break open and into the rushing water tumble a dozen caskets. Once the load is dumped, the trailer rights itself.
Kenny, Sherry and Joe stand on the bridge over a culvert and watch the caskets float away. Kenny says, “I’m fucked now, man. I’m so totally fucked. I don’t believe it.”

A small town gas station. An employee cleans grasshoppers off the rig’s windshield with an ice scraper and plenty of glass cleaner.
Inside the station Joe feeds coins to a machine and selects a Mr. Pibb.
Sherry drinks a Coke and opens a king-size pack of Doublemint gum.
Kenny paces nervously.
An old farmer in a seed cap pays for gas. “They’re swarming right now. It’s a hell of a thing. Happens every fourth year. Just like the Bible says. When hoppers swarm, you got a plague on your hands. Ever read the Bible?”
Kenny says, “A little bit.”
“Son, you ever hear of Armageddon and all them plagues?”
“Yeah. I heard of that.”
“Well, that’s what we got here right now. A plague of locusts.”
“Tell me about it,” Joe says.
The farmer sticks a finger in his ear, wiggles it to get the wax out, wipes it on his coveralls and leaves as a sleek, silver first-edition DeLorean pulls up to a pump.
Both Sherry and Kenny see the car as simply a DeLorean. But Joe has a different point of view. He sees it as a “Car of the Future.” The driver’s side gull-wing door opens and Joe catches a glimpse of what’s inside — eight aliens, dressed in thrift store suits, sitting in one another’s laps, eating dough balls, cramped into the vehicle like clowns at a circus. They look fundamentally humanoid, but with hints of grasshopper. Their jaws work on a non-human principle and their mouths have many moving parts. They speak softly in a tongue that most resembles a blend of Spanish and Latin.
The driver gets out. Sherry and Kenny see him as just a dissipated lounge lizard in a shiny silk suit. Joe sees him as an alien in a cheap thrift store suit.
Kenny waves at him. “Nice ride, man.”
Joe drools. Sherry stuffs a handkerchief into his mouth and cautions him, “Don’t stare at the man.”
The man waves back, points to his stomach, then vomits all over the gas pump.
Joe sees the vomit as bright green in color, similar to grasshopper goo. Sherry guides him to the rig.

The rig barrels down a Kansas highway. Joe plays “Nearer my God to Thee,” a handkerchief dangling heavy with saliva. Sherry turns on the radio. A distant station broadcasts the news, barely audible. “One man was found shot to death execution style yesterday in a café near Hays City. Robbery has not been ruled out as investigators search for a motive in the killing.”
Kenny tries to dial in the station a bit better. “What was that? I couldn’t hear it.”
“Me neither,” Sherry says.
Joe stops playing. “Nothing. Some guy got shot in Hays.”

The Truck City Café in Dodge City. Kenny, Sherry and Joe finish breakfast.
Joe says, “This whole town smells like shit. And blood.”
Sherry puts a finger to her lips. “Shhh. Not so loud.”
Kenny is thinking. He says, “Look, you two hang out here. I’m gonna check a couple of places, see if I can find a load of something to take south, make a few bucks.”
“Watch out,” Joe says, “there’s a lot of aliens around. They’re here for the wheat harvest.”
When Joe looks around, about half the patrons appear mildly alien to him.
Quite a few grasshoppers and other insects crawl on a nearby window.
The floor is littered with crushed-underfoot grasshoppers.
Kenny peels a couple of twenties from his roll and leaves them on the table. He gives Sherry another twenty. “Entertain yourselves. I might be gone awhile.”
Kenny’s rig pulls out of the parking lot. Moments later, Moe’s pickup pulls in, parks. He gets out, enters the café, quickly spots Sherry and Joe and slides into their booth. “Well, goddamn, look who I just happened to run into. My two favorite people.” He points his niner under the table at Joe. “Sherry, Baby, you do anything to draw attention over here and I waste young alien-brain. Then you.”
Sherry isn’t intimidated. “I’ve never seen you crazier, Moe. What are you doing? Stop this shit and move on with your stupid mullet life.”
Moe says, “I killed that guy in the diner, you know.”
Sherry says, “I don’t believe it.”
Joe says, “I do.”
Moe waves the weapon. “Believe this. I want the three of us to walk out of here all calm and collected…like a regular happy American family. Where’s Lenny?”
“Kenny went somewhere,” Sherry says. “He’ll be back in a minute.”
Joe is petrified. From his point of view, Moe appears increasingly alien-like.
Moe stands up and motions toward the door. “All right, let’s boogie. Right now.”
The three exit, attempting to look calm and collected. Sherry has to pull Joe along.
In the pickup, Moe starts the engine, which runs poorly. The firearm is in his lap.
“Where was you headed to?” Moe wants to know.
Sherry pops chewing gum into her mouth. “Austin.”
Moe is interested in this idea. “Austin, huh? What’re you gonna do, put the maestro to work down there?”
“Maybe. Did you really shoot that guy?”
“I swear on my daddy’s grave I did.”
“God, Moe. That sure was moronic.”
Moe backs up, turns around, approaches the highway, looks west. “Nothing but trouble that way.”
He turns east. “We all goin’ to Austin.”
Joe says, “My saw’s in the big truck.”
“Fuck it,” Moe says. “We’ll git you one at the hardware store.”
“And my bow?”
“We’ll stop at a fuckin’ music store. Now, shut up and don’t start with any o’ that alien shit. I’ll open up a can o’ whip-ass on you.”

Wichita, Kansas, late afternoon. Sherry, Joe and Moe stand around a hardware store saw display. Joe bends the blades sharply and listens to the tone.
Moe says, “Git a good one. I’m payin’.”
Sherry chews gum anxiously, her eyes darting around, looking for an opportunity to do something about her predicament. She sees a security guard strolling slowly a few aisles down and tries to make eye contact. But he disappears into the plumbing supply aisle.

A music store in a shopping center. Joe plays the new saw with a violin bow. Employees and customers are enthralled. Sherry is more at ease, perhaps resigned to the circumstances, and equally smitten by Joe’s performance. Even Moe listens with a modicum of pleasure.

A flour mill outside Dodge City. Kenny watches as the last few sacks of flour are loaded into his trailer. He drives out and shortly pulls in to the Truck City lot. He jumps out and hurries into the café. Through the window he is seen looking around for Sherry and Joe, then conversing with the cashier, who points south, as in “They went thataway.”

Moe’s pickup roars past the Welcome to Texas sign.
Not long afterward the DeLorean roars past the sign.
Even later Kenny’s rig roars past.

In Moe’s pickup, he steers with his right hand, the gun in his left, Metallica on the tape deck. Joe sleeps with a spit-soaked handkerchief dangling from his mouth. Sherry punches the off button on the deck. “Grow up, Moe. You’re not sixteen anymore. Why do you listen to that shit?”
Moe cups his crotch with his right hand while steering with the gun hand. “Sixteen this, bitch.”
“Very creative.”
He switches Metallica on again, this time even louder. Joe stirs, but doesn’t awaken. Sherry turns it off. “Let him sleep.”
“Mamma’s baby need beddy-bye?”
“You’re scaring him to death. He thinks you’re the Devil.”
“Yeah, he’s artistic, I know. You still love me, don’t you? A woman like you can’t resist a Devil, can she? I’m the goddamn Devil from Kansas.”
“You are much, much crazier than I thought you were.”
“You tried to kill me twice that I know of, but I forgive you.”
“How many times did you punch me out? How many times did you kick my son like he was a football?”
“Ten, twenty, I don’t know. You forgive me?”
Sherry stares out the window at oncoming headlights. Fake tears well up. “Okay, Moe. I really do love you. Let’s give it another try.” She raises her arms to embrace him. They kiss. When Moe takes his hand from the gun to feel her breasts, she snatches it and holds it to his head.
“Aw fuck,” he says.

A rest area on I-35. Moe’s pickup pulls in. He stumbles out of the driver’s side with his hands up. The pickup drives away.

Kenny’s rig speeding on I-35. He listens to a newscast on the radio: “Authorities continue searching for leads in connection with Monday’s café robbery and homicide near Hays, Kansas.”

A rest area men’s room. Moe pisses in a dirty urinal. The man in the silk suit enters, uses an adjoining urinal. He gives Moe the once-over, dwelling on his penis. “You’re carrying a heavy hammer there, boy.”
“Thanks for noticing, faggot.”
“No, no. That ain’t it. I’m always on the lookout for big walleys. Name’s Jerry King. I own a couple of clubs in Houston. We run a male stripper thing three nights a week. All the pussy you can eat. Can you dance?”
Moe zips up, gives it a moment’s thought. “You serious?”
“Three large per show. Opportunity never knocks for little cocks.”
Outside, Moe and the King get into the DeLorean and it peels out.

Moments later, Kenny’s rig pulls in next to the outdoor telephone. Kenny jumps out and dials 911. “Listen, I don’t want to give my name or anything, but the man who shot that cook, his name is Moe something and he’s driving a ‘95 Ford pickup, black. He was seen headed south from Dodge City, Kansas and he’s got a woman and a teenage male with him, kidnapped. That’s all. There’s your lead. He’s armed and dangerous, of course.”

In Moe’s pickup, Joe plays the saw. Sherry drives, anxiously chewing gum and smoking a doobie. The firearm sits between them on the seat. The engine sputters worse than ever and makes odd noises. Sherry opens her last stick of gum, adds it to the wad already in her mouth. She passes the doobie to Joe, who stops playing long enough to take a hit or two.
“Joey, boy, we’re outta gum and gas. We gotta stop.”

A convenience store. Joe and Sherry enter. Joe heads for the men’s room, Sherry for the beer section of the cooler and a six pack of light beer. She also grabs some packs of gum.
The men’s room is a confined space with only a toilet stall, a urinal and a dirty sink. Joe pisses in the urinal. His face prunes up as he smells something terrible. He pinches his nose and glances beneath the stall partition. The long, narrow feet he sees are alien; the grunts he hears are too. When the alien empties its bowels, a loud hiss is emitted, along with a burst of steam that rises out of the stall. Joe backs out of the room.
As a clerk tallies Sherry’s charges at the checkout counter, Joe sidles up, jittery, looking over his shoulder toward the restroom.
“With gas, ma’am, that’s thirty twenty-nine.”
“Shit, all I got is thirty. Put a pack of this gum back, Joe.” She hands it to him. He takes it, but his eyes never leave the restroom door. He sees the men’s room door open and a full-blown alien steps out, pulls a high-tech weapon from a side-pouch, pushes Sherry and Joe aside and points the weapon at the clerk. The alien barks indecipherable commands at the clerk, who opens the cash register. The alien leaps over the counter and begins eating the paper currency. When the clerk reaches to push a silent alarm, the alien fires his weapon. It is soundless, but a red hole appears in the center of the clerk’s forehead and he falls dead. The alien grabs a shopping basket, fills it with bread, doughnuts, flour, granola bars and other wheat-based products, including beer, then flees on foot.
Sherry sees it another way — not an alien but an armed robber with a tattooed face who pushes her and Joe aside, then confronts the clerk.
“Open it. Fast.”
The clerk obliges. The robber steps behind the counter and loads the cash into a bag held in his mouth — it almost looks like he’s eating it. The clerk reaches for the silent alarm. The robber shoots him in the forehead; he falls. The robber grabs a shopping basket, fills it with bread, doughnuts, flour, granola bars and other wheat-based products, including beer, and flees on foot, dropping a few bills in the process.
In the aftermath of all this, Sherry and Joe are nearly paralyzed with fear.
Joe salivates heavily. Sherry recovers from the initial shock, picks up the dropped bills, three $100s, then checks on the clerk, who is apparently dead. She calls 911. “There’s been a shooting here…. Where? Shit, I don’t know. A mini-mart on the highway. I’m from out of town. Send an ambulance if you want to, but he looks dead. Bye.” She hangs up.
“They’re hungry,” Joe says. “They use a lot of energy when they swarm. They’ll kill for wheat at this stage.”
“Hush up and get a basket. We’re hungry too.”
They rush around filling two shopping baskets with this and that, and flee.

Kenny drives at top speed listening to the Salty Dog tape. The back door of the rig, already damaged in the cargo-shifting accident, comes open. A sack of flour falls out and bursts open on the highway, then another and another.

Moe and Jerry King cruise in the DeLorean.
“I got a club in Vegas, too,” King says, “so I’m on the road a lot. I hate to fly. I like to drive. You ever see that movie, Back to the Future, when they traveled in time?”
“Yeah, I saw it.”
“This was their vehicle of choice for time travel. A DeLorean. Exactly like this one.”
Moe snickers. “You rigged for time travel?”
“That was an extra I couldn’t afford.”
King belches several times and clasps his left arm. “I feel funny.” He slumps over, grasping his chest.
The DeLorean swerves dangerously. Moe takes control of the steering wheel, brings it to a safe stop. He feels for King’s pulse, shakes him, realizes he is dead and drags the body into the woods. A few minutes later Moe emerges from the woods and returns to the DeLorean counting the money in King’s wallet and wearing his suit.
He gets into the DeLorean and drives on, kicking up a white cloud as he drives through the flour spilled from Kenny’s rig.

In Moe’s pickup Joe eats pudding cups and Lunchables, drinks Mountain Dew.
Sherry sips a beer as she drives, listening to C&W music on the radio. The engine is in serious distress, knocking, hissing, smoking, wheezing.
News comes over the radio: “Texas state police are on the lookout for a late-model black Ford pickup truck. A suspect in the recent café homicide near Hays, Kansas, is thought to have fled the scene with two hostages, a woman and a teenage boy.”
Sherry slows down, pulls onto the shoulder. “I think it’s time to jump ship, Honey.” The engine sighs, then dies, dripping oil into the dirt. Sherry throws the gun away. She and Joe trek back to the highway with their shopping baskets. Joe also has his saw and bow.
Kenny, pedal to the metal, sees them in his headlight beam, brakes hard. Sherry and Joe climb aboard.
Sherry says, “Kenny, how many times in one week are you gonna save our asses?”

A roadside park. Kenny’s rig pulls in. He and Joe walk to the men’s side, Sherry to the women’s.
In the men’s room, Joe and Kenny piss several urinals apart. They are alone. When Joe looks down he sees that he is standing in sticky green alien goo. He unsticks his feet and moves one urinal closer to Kenny. “They’ve been in here,” he says. “Look at that.” He points to the goo. Kenny looks down but sees only a dirty, wet floor.
“You know what, Joe. You’re pretty fucking strange.”

Kenny’s rig, back on the highway. Joe is smoking a joint. Sherry reaches for it. “Son, don’t hog that doob.” He passes it to her. She takes a heavy drag. The cab is thick with smoke.
Joe delivers a stoned ramble: “See, we live in a seamless universe, but it has two sides. And one side doesn’t have a clue what’s happening on the other side. It’s like a highway, a two-lane highway. One universe going one way, the other universe going the other way. Sometimes you have head-on crashes. The atoms smash into one another. Like a wreck on the interstate. That’s how the aliens get here, during the collisions.”
Sherry takes a deep drag. “Right, Joe. Whatever.”

The DeLorean pulls off the main highway. Moe gets out and gives his dead and abandoned pickup the once-over. When he’s satisfied no one is around, he returns to the highway at breakneck speed.

Kenny’s rig, hours later. Kenny is drowsy. Joe and Sherry sleep. A highway sign looms in the headlight beam: WELCOME TO KANSAS. In his groggy state, Kenny doesn’t immediately grasp that something is quite wrong here. But when he does, he snaps to alertness, applies the brakes, stops. Joe and Sherry wake up. Kenny backs up, past the sign for another look.
“How’d we get turned around?”
Sherry yawns. “We were in Texas when I fell asleep.”
“And going due south,” Kenny says. “How in the fuck did we end up in Kansas?”
“I told you this would happen,” Joe says. “It happens all the time. People don’t remember is all.”
Kenny shakes his head, truly puzzled. He attempts to turn the rig around on the narrow-shouldered highway, temporarily blocking both lanes.
The DeLorean tops a hill going at least a hundred and ten, an alien at the wheel. Kenny, Sherry and Joe run from the rig. The alien applies the brakes and screeches to a halt inches from it.
The gull-wing door of the DeLorean opens in a cloud of rubber smoke.
Joe says, “It wants us to get in and go. We’re being abducted. I’m beginning to remember how it went. We have to do what they say.”

The DeLorean speeds around the rig and burns rubber down the highway. After an indeterminate stretch of time, it pulls to the shoulder on a lonely stretch of the same endless blacktop. The gull-wing opens. Sherry, Joe and Kenny get out. The DeLorean peels away and roars down the highway.
The sun, at mid-heaven, is ultra-bright. Bathing in its rays are endless fields of ripe wheat.
Joe has his saw and bow, wears his western hat. Kenny shrugs. “How in the shit did we get turned around like this?”
“This is where they dropped me off last time. It’s kind of familiar.”
Sherry says, “We got turned around some way.”
“I don’t think so, Mother.”
Kenny tries to orient himself. “Wait…a…minute.”
The temperature soars.

On the same highway, later. They plod on, sweltering.
Sherry and Joe pass a joint back and forth.
A huge swarm of man-sized grasshoppers passes overhead. Their mechanical wing-beats, in perfect unison, sound like rusty gates. “What are those?” Sherry asks.
Kenny and Sherry shade their eyes and look skyward as the flock’s shadow envelops them.
Joe yells, “Don’t look up!” He crouches, pulling Sherry down with him. The lit joint flies from her hands and lands in the dry grass near the road.
A heavy rain of grasshopper shit and piss pelts them in acidic drops. These drops scorch clothing and sting when they land on flesh. Kenny takes a full dose in the eyes.
He kneels, hands cupped over his eyes. “Jesus! H! Fucking Christ! I can’t see!”

A wheat field near a highway. The joint has ignited some grass. Flames quickly spread to the field of ripening wheat.

Fade to the same highway, farther on and later. Kenny has a bandana tied over his eyes. Joe has one dangling from his mouth. Sherry holds Kenny’s hand to guide him.
The wheat fields burn behind them. They haven’t noticed.
Kenny’s eyes smart and burn. “My fucking eyes are on fire!”
Sherry changes the subject. “What were those things? Geese?”
Joe shakes his head. “You wish. It’s the big green ones. They’re swarming.”
“Oh, Joe. Come on, we’re lost, and Kenny’s eyes are shot. Make some sense for a change.”
Joe looks around at the strange landscape. “We’re not lost. Don’t you get it?”
Sherry also looks around. “Get what?”
“We just got abducted.”
“To Kansas?”
“Not the same one. This is a really, really different one.”
They come to a road sign: WITCHY TOE — 6 KLICKS
Sherry cocks her head like a dog listening to commands. “Witchy Toe?”
“They got funny names for things over here. Witchy Toe. That’s where we register. I’m remembering now. There’s a reception area. We have to register and fill out some forms. Then they give us some tests.”
Sherry slides a stick of gum into her mouth, then another. “You’re scaring me. Stop it.”

Eight plumes of black smoke rise from tall smokestacks in the distance and a brown fog shrouds the outline of a small city. The sun sets in the east. A gibbous moon rises in the south. The air cools precipitously and a chill wind blows. In the background wheat fields burn.
Joe smiles, enjoying his tour guide role. “There’s Witchy Toe.”

A metal building on the outskirts of Witchy Toe. The DeLorean is the only car in a vast parking lot. Dripping sweat, Sherry, Joe and the blindfolded Kenny enter. Just inside the door and through a turnstile, a mechanical alien turns a crank, which drives a leather belt that spins the blades of eight ceiling fans. From the alien’s ass comes a plastic square with a number on it.
Joe takes the number. “We take a number now.”
Sherry takes the next number from the alien’s ass, then another for Kenny. “I don’t believe this, Kenny.”
“Where the fuck are we?”
“I’m not sure,” Joe says, “but once you get here you don’t remember much about back there. And when you get back there, you don’t remember much about here. It’s coming back. I know what’s happening.”
A dozen or so other new arrivals sit on uncomfortable metal benches, waiting. They seem dazed and confused.
At one end of the building are eight curtained booths, similar to arcade photo booths. When a booth is empty, a number flashes on a lighted panel above it.
Sherry sits Kenny down on a bench. “Let’s take that bandana off and look at your eyes.”
She removes the bandana. Kenny’s eyes are extremely bloodshot. He blinks and squints. “I can see a little. Not a lot.”
A new arrival exits a booth and the number thirteen flashes.
Joe says, “That’s me.” He enters the booth and closes the curtain.
The only light in the booth is from a small display screen. Behind a circular port covered with an opaque material, an alien head can be discerned. Its buzzing is audible.
Two other wall-ports allow the alien’s hands to extend into the booth. For now, they are retracted.
The word Deglove appears on the display screen.
Joe doesn’t understand. “I’ve been here before but I forgot what that means.”
The alien’s hands emerge from their ports. They are thorny and scaled, with six long, bony fingers and two fat thumbs on each hand. With amazing deftness, the hands unbuckle Joe’s belt and pull his jeans down to his knees.
Now Joe remembers. “Oh, right. Take your drawers down.”
The word Frontal appears on the screen. Joe looks upward. Pleasure alternating with pain show on his face as alien hands manipulate his penis. His expression is pure pleasure as he ejaculates into a little metal container.
The alien hands withdraw through their ports, one holding the semen specimen.
The word Rectal appears on the screen.
Joe turns around and bends over. His expression is not a happy one. He winces when the alien’s flat, wooden probe is inserted, and again when it is withdrawn.
In the bench area, Sherry and Kenny wait. A few other new arrivals enter, take their numbers and find seats.
Kenny rubs his eyes. Sherry looks up at the fans, listening to the squeak and pop of the long leather belt. Thus distracted, they don’t recognize Moe among the arrivals. He’s still in the lounge lizard’s suit, though it is soiled, and he looks as dazed as the others.
The alien stops cranking, the fans stop working. All is quiet. Immediately the heat level skyrockets. Those waiting sweat profusely.
When Joe exits the booth, the light flashes fourteen.
When the next booth opens up, the number fifteen flashes.
Joe says, “Fourteen. That’s you, Mother. Kenny’s fifteen.”
Kenny has to bend over and look closely at the ground to see where he’s going. “What happens in there, Joe?”
“It doesn’t hurt that bad. Go on, get it over with.”
Kenny and Sherry enter their respective booths.
Joe sticks a fresh handkerchief into his mouth and plays something somber on the saw.

A bus stop on a highway. The sign says Bus Stop — Line Forms Here. A queue of new arrivals waits, Joe, Sherry and Kenny at the head of the line, Moe near the end. Kenny rubs his rear and grimaces. Sherry is flush-faced, looking contented.
Joe asks her if she’s okay.
Sherry beams, “I’m fine. It wasn’t bad at all.”
Kenny says, “They left a fucking splinter in my ass.”
Joe steps out of line and looks down the highway. “The bus is coming.”
What at first appears to be a dilapidated city bus glides to a stop. Rather than the sound of an engine, there’s the clankety-clank of a steel drive-chain under the chassis while passengers huff and puff through the open windows. In front of every seat is a set of strap-on pedals. Already on-board are three pickup loads of Mexican illegals, poker-faced and tired of pedaling. The driver, in a grey wool uniform, looks somewhat cadaverous.
New arrivals begin boarding. Sherry and Kenny seem confused. Joe takes a seat, buckles his seat belt and straps his feet to the pedals. “Do what I’m doing. Hurry up. Don’t attract attention. Take a seat, strap in.”
Kenny and Sherry strap themselves in place.
The driver calls out hoarsely, “Everybody in? Let’s go. I’m running late.” He closes the door.
Joe says, “Start pedaling.”
All passengers pedal. Slowly the bus gains momentum and moves forward.
An hour or two later, the pedaling passengers huff, puff and gasp for air.
Kenny feels his sore bottom as he looks around at the familiar Mexican faces. “Man, I’m hurting. I think it’s getting infected.”
“My legs are killing me,” Sherry says.

The sound of a jet aircraft overhead. Joe sticks his head out the window and looks up. It’s a clunky old stealth bomber that appears to have been damaged in a crash landing sometime in the past. One of its engines smokes, another works intermittently. A windshield is broken. Holes suck air along the fuselage. A wingtip is missing. Painted crudely on its nose is the plane’s name, Hey Abbott, and a character sketch of “Bud” Abbott and Lou Costello.
Inside the cockpit, from behind the pilot, who is alone in the cockpit, flight control panels blink madly and warning buzzers sound as the Hey Abbott swoops over Witchy Toe. The alien pilot seems unconcerned, yet struggles to keep the craft flying.
The pilot speaks alien words with the caption: Roger Dodger, is Witchy Toe a drop site today?
Alien radio voice in answer, with the caption: Roger. W.T. is a drop site. Over and out.
The alien pilot flips a toggle and says in alien, “Here you go, folks. It’s payday!”



Downtown Witchy Toe. Empty streets, broiling hot, the smokestacks tall against a white-hot sky. A street sign says Arden Boulevard. This part of Witchy Toe resembles a scaled-up model railroad town. It is full size, but looks artificial. Colors are all primary, very little stylistic variation is expressed in the buildings, and each seems to be devoted to a single commodity. One sign says SOAP, another CUTLERY, another MEAT, another FLOUR. One restaurant says DOG, another says FUNGUS, another CARP.
The Hey Abbott’s bomb bay doors open and bundles of yellow money tumble out. The bills flutter to the earth like leaves. The plane makes a wide, banking turn, and heads home.
Shop doors open up and down the street. People materialize from everywhere and gather up the yellow money.
The pedal bus pulls up to a curb, passengers disembark, legs sore, out of breath.
Other passengers, stuffing yellow money in their pockets, board.
Outside, Joe, Sherry and Kenny find plenty of yellow money remaining on the ground. The Mexicans busily gather it, too.
Joe says, “It’s payday. I remember this. Let’s get some. We’ll need it.”
They gather up money and fill their pockets.
Kenny examines one of the bills. “This is money?”
Sherry turns a bill over. “It’s blank on both sides.”
Joe rolls one of the bills rapidly between his palms, then opens them to reveal a ball of what looks like dough with a light yellow tint. He pops the ball into his mouth and chews. “It’s better than money. You can spend it or you can eat it.”
Sherry tries the trick, pops one into her mouth. “Mmmmmm. It’s good. Like a marshmallow.”
Kenny tries it. “Not bad.”
Passengers venture off this way and that, carrying as much money as they can. Soon the streets are empty again.
Sherry says, “What do we do now, Joey?”
“We find a place to stay.”

In another part of town, hours later, Kenny, Sherry and Joe are down at the end of a lonely street, appraising the skid row surroundings: warehouses, lounges, boarded-up storefronts, and a small, dilapidated movie theater called The Terranova. The marquee is dimly lit, but with enough light to make out the feature: The Grotto.
Joe says, “That’s where we stay the first night. It’s not a hotel, but it’s where we stay, where we have to stay.”
A line of new arrivals stands in line outside the Terranova. Kenny, Sherry and Joe join them.
Just across the street is an ice skating rink called The Ice Palace. Lettering on the marquee is bright and clear: SPANKINGS TONIGHT.
Kenny points to the Ice Palace marquee. “What’s that all about?”
Joe doesn’t remember.
Much like a 1950s neighborhood theater, check-in at the Terranova takes place at a glass-enclosed ticket window, only this one is manned by another mechanical alien.
Check-in is accomplished by placing yellow money into the alien’s open palm, where it is rolled into a ball and deposited in the machine’s gaping mouth.
The lobby is very much like a theater lobby, complete with a half-filled popcorn machine and a candy counter with a CLOSED sign. A few new arrivals sit in ratty chairs and tattered sofas reading a newspaper called City Moon.
Sherry approaches the candy counter. “It’s a shame they’re closed. I’m out of gum again.” She looks down through the cloudy glass at old, worm-ridden candy bars and popcorn. “Oh, my Lord.”
Kenny asks Joe, “Where’s our room? They have rooms upstairs or something?”
“No. You don’t get a room.”
Sherry pipes up. “You said it was a hotel.”
“No, I said it was where we stay for the night. I didn’t say it was a hotel.”

In the Terranova’s seating area, new arrivals are scattered in the seats, including Mexican illegals. Some of them are asleep.
Kenny looks around the dim theater. “We just sit here…all night?”
“Yeah. That’s it.”
“They show movies?”
“Sometimes they do. Maybe. I don’t remember.”
The Terranova’s torn, rat-gnawed curtain rises. With poor sound and film quality, a brief “commercial” is screened, showing a man’s exposed buttocks suddenly struck with a wooden paddle spiked with nails, leaving bloody punctures. A hand reaches in with a cloth and applies iodine solution. A woman’s buttocks appear and the process is repeated. Then the words: JUSTICE IN THE RAW! NIGHTLY AT THE ICE PALACE. Free Admission.
Martial music blares as the vaulted stone entrance to a huge sewer system, much like the fabled one in Paris, appears onscreen.
An invisible, deep-throated narrator speaks above the action: “Witchy Toe’s new punishment facility is a spectacle of enlightenment, so well-maintained that new arrivals can take a boat from the President’s Home to the Ice Palace without fear of fatigue and without stepping in anything unclean.”
Floating on a sewage canal, a pedal-powered, canvas-canopied tour boat glides into view, new arrivals pedaling as they gawk. Other new arrivals, of a low caste, march slowly along a ledge beside the canal, using long sticks to break up clumps of offal. A shower of condensation rains on them from the arched stone ceiling. Their prison tunics are soaking wet.
The tour guide stands at the helm of the tour boat with a megaphone. “Notice the rows of lamps, each provided with a silvered reflector. See how they light up the vaulted gallery and cast their reflections in the black, turgid water at our feet. Don’t the white-robed workers look like so many ghosts? People who have seen everything say this punishment complex is perhaps the most beautiful sight on this side of the world.”
Martial music continues to play as the clip film fades and the screen goes dark.
Joe says, “They’re not showing a movie tonight.”
Kenny says, “Let’s go to the spankings.”

Inside the Ice Palace, the ice skating floor is brightly lit. A sparse crowd shivers in the cold. A queue of new arrivals, nude and on skates, waits in line.
A booming alien voice, speaking English on the P.A. system: “On the ice now we have new arrival, Joseph T. Baker. For petty criminality — breaking wind in a public place.”
Baker, a flabby, aging white male, skates to a booth-like structure in the center of the rink, presses a red button and bends over. Extending from the booth is an oar-like projection about six feet long. From its flattened end, dozens of sharp spikes protrude. A spring-lock mechanism releases and the paddle strikes Baker’s buttocks with terrific force, at the same time spraying the bleeding punctures with iodine solution.
Propelled forward several yards by the force of the blow, Baker cries out in pain, his spluttering farts uncontrollable, driving him ever further on the ice. He weeps with shame and embarrassment. Most of the audience applauds.
Joe claps. “You better clap. You have to clap.” With all the clapping, Sherry and Kenny don’t hear him. He shouts, “Clap! I’m telling you. It’s the law! Believe me, we don’t want to end up in the sewer.”
Kenny says, “Fuck no.”
Kenny and Sherry clap half-heartedly.
A female new arrival skates to the booth and the paddling process is repeated.
The paddle strikes high, hitting her a glancing blow to the head and spraying her face with iodine. She falls, sliding across the ice, head bleeding, ear torn.

On the street outside the Ice Palace, Sherry says, “That was the weirdest thing.”
Joe says, “I’m remembering details now. They play by different rules here. The last thing we want to do is break one. That’s when they take you in for surgery. The problem is, the rules change all the time. They print the new ones in the paper. You gotta read the paper every day.”
Joe stuffs a few yellow bills into a paper machine and pulls out a City Moon. He looks at the headline: COMPULSORY WORK FOR NEW ARRIVALS.
Kenny scratches his head. “We gotta get jobs? All I know is trucking. Trucking is what I know. You see any big rigs around?”
“Forget all that. Whatever they tell you to do, you do.”
“They dump money from planes but we work anyway?”
“I told you. Different rules.”
As they enter the Terranova on the right side of the ticket booth, Moe exits on the left side.

Down a dismal street, Moe walks along, past one closed and boarded-up shop after the next. Just as the moon slides out of the sky and the sun rises he comes to a neon sign depicting a dancing skeleton holding a glass filled with white liquid.
Moe, dazzled by the light, ducks into the Bones Jangle Lounge.
At the far end of a long, narrow space, a human skeleton hangs on a stand at the rear of a small stage, bathed in a lurid red light from a spot above. Its mechanical dancing and the syncopated jangle of its bones provide lively ambient sound.
Down the center of the space is a series of eight raised tables, each with four sets of pedals. New arrivals sit drinking something thick and white while they pedal and chat. Some of them watch the skeleton dance.
Along one wall is a series of dispensers. Moe stuffs yellow money into one of them and from a hole an alien hand slides him a white drink. Drink in hand, he sits at one of the tables and pedals.
The lounge lizard, seated there in shabby clothes, looks half dead and slightly alien. He shows a horizontal scar on his chin and some scaling on his face. He says to Moe, “Nice suit. You look familiar. Do I know you?”
“I don’t think so.”
The skeleton stops dancing and a comely young new arrival woman slithers onto the stage in a beaded costume and begins a seductive dance, stripping as she goes, which gets Moe’s attention.
The lounge lizard says, “My suit’s at the cleaners. It’s a lot like that one. We’re men of taste.” He raises his glass for a toast, but Moe is distracted by the dancer, who has stripped to a thong, one large enough to support a huge cock and a whopping set of balls.
Moe has a sip of his drink. His lips pucker. “Yeah, men of taste…. What is this stuff?”
“Sour sheep’s milk. The aliens think we like it.”

In the lobby of the Terranova, Joe plays his saw near the derelict candy counter for a group of new arrivals, his hat full of yellow money.
In the seating area, Kenny and Sherry sleep sitting up. Sherry’s head rests on Kenny’s shoulder.

The sidewalk in front of a dilapidated department store. The usual queue of new arrivals has formed. A few mannequins in rotted, moth-eaten, fifties fashions remain standing in the display window. Others have fallen. Among them are two hungry dogs fighting over a dead rat. Moths flutter all about. A couple of swallows fly around feasting on the moths. Some of the new arrivals in the queue watch this museum-like diorama with passive interest. Others read the City Moon.

The toy department. A smaller queue of new arrivals waits in line amid spider-webbed shelves of dusty fifties toys. One arrival at a time approaches a mechanized alien, inserts a forefinger into its rubberized mouth and waits. Momentarily, the person winces with pain and withdraws the finger with a blood drop on its tip. The machine’s arm extends a small manila envelope.
Sherry steps up to the machine, goes through the process, gets her envelope, followed by Joe, then Kenny.
Outside, new arrivals stand around sucking blood from the ends of their fingers, opening envelopes and reading work orders.
Kenny looks at the work order. “What’s a honey wagon?”
Sherry looks at hers. “What’s an E-train, Joey?”
“I don’t know. I can’t remember.”

Moe works in a grasshopper mill, a windowless hangar-like building on the outskirts of town. A cavernous, warm room, actually a huge incubator. Thousands of football-sized grasshopper/alien eggs lay row upon row under lights.
Moe, in white smock and rubber gloves, operates a set of pedals near a vat of eggs soaking in a soapy liquid. The pedaling activates an agitator in the vat, washing the eggs.
Tiring, he stops to rest, looks down into the vat while absent-mindedly picking at a large pimple. When he finds a loose part, he lifts it, the pimple bursts, spilling all sorts of pus-like spew into the egg vat.
A loud buzzer goes off, then an ear-piercing alarm.
Moe holds his ear and cringes, his pimple deflated but still dripping.

The bad part of Witchy Toe. The unpaved, muddy alley is lined with the backs of eight-story tenement houses. Though not a soul is to be seen outdoors, the din and commotion of crowded living spills loudly from rear tenement windows.
A pedal wagon with eight metal drums in its bed and a rear-mounted hand pump turns into the alley, Kenny at the pedals. He has on a brown uniform, a rubber apron and rubber boots. The wagon stops at the first tenement house. Kenny unstraps himself from the pedals and climbs out of the vehicle. He lifts a heavy metal manhole cover with difficulty and looks in. He sees feces, tampons, pet frogs, a snake, bugs, tissue paper, and a random selection of things that find their way down a toilet. He drops one end of the hose into the tank and begins working the hand pump, sucking sewage into the drums. The odor is so ghastly his eyes water. As he pumps, he spots the money plane in the sky.

In the cockpit, the alien pilot is saying, Roger there, tower. How many bundles for Witchy today? Uh-huh. I hear ya. Only four. That’s a hell of a cutback. Tough times, folks, sorry. Here comes some yellow rain.
In the alley, Kenny watches the plane descend. Its bomb bay doors open and four bales of money drop out. Three of the bales break apart as they should, but one continues to fall intact. Alarmed that it might land on him, Kenny abandons the pump and steps away from the wagon just as the bale of money splashes into the septic tank, dousing him in a shower of sewage. “Dumb fucker!”
He shakes his fist at the plane, which falters in its climb, the engines stopping and starting. When they stop altogether, the plane drops like a stone. Kenny sees a parachute in the sky and a distant fireball.

An E-train station. New arrivals pedal the four-car train slowly along a dark, underground passage.
In one of the cars, Sherry, in a blue uniform, moves down the aisle collecting yellow money from passengers. Quite a few of them exhibit subtle alien features, or the scars of radical surgery. She places handfuls of the money in a leather pouch carried over her shoulder. “Okay, folks. The harder you pedal, the less you pay. Come on, put some muscle in it, now. Let’s get where we’re going in my lifetime…. Next stop, Arden Boulevard. Arden Boulevard next stop. We change drivers here. You got five minutes to rest.”
The E-train stops. Passengers de-board. They stretch, they smoke, they mill around in the dim subway station.
Sherry leans against a wall, killing time. She hears an oozy, sloshing sound and walks down the tunnel to have a look. In a cul-de-sac she finds a pile of steaming grasshopper/alien eggs. They undulate actively, about to hatch. She recoils in disgust, backpedals to the train.
Once back on board, she says, “Let’s go. Hurry up. Pedal! We’re running late.”
As the train slowly pulls out of the station, the eggs hatch crossbred human/alien organisms.

An operating room in an alien hospital lit by kerosene lamps. Moe lies etherized on a metal drain table. Breast transplant surgery is being performed on him by gloved alien hands.
Another set of alien hands performs some sort of indeterminate surgery in Moe’s groin area.

The sound of bleating sheep distantly, then closer.
Moe comes out of the anesthetic. When he looks at the heaving female breasts on his chest and his heavily bandaged groin, he’s mystified.
He hears laughter from an inner courtyard below his window. He props himself up with great effort and looks out.
The courtyard, Eden-like, lush with alien vegetation, features an old swimming pool teeming with alien fish.
Whole sheep, wool and all, roast over a pit of coals.
Alien doctors in surgical garb stand around with buckets.
A new arrival hacks open the stomach of a sheep. When the steaming hot entrails spill out, the aliens catch what they can in the buckets and eat it hungrily.

In Moe’s hospital room, he looks again at his breasts, then at the place where his pudenda should be. He looks into a wall mirror and pales with horror.
Behind the mirror, in a small, dark room, an alien watches a screen displaying a three-dimensional X-ray image of Moe’s now-female pelvic region.

In an empty lot behind a derelict Holiday Inn building, sheep graze.
A pedal bus arrives. Passengers get off. Some walk or hobble, or are carried, toward the hospital entrance, Kenny and Joe among them.
The sound of sheep bleating is audible in the background.
In another alien hospital room, Joe looks out the window. He sees sheep roasting over open coals and aliens in surgical garb eating entrails.

The Terranova seating area at the end of the day. Joe, Kenny and Sherry, in their work clothes, sleep sitting up. Kenny has a City Moon partially covering his face, the headline reading: MONEY THOUGHT WORTHLESS!
A tall, gaunt figure in a rumpled black suit sits in front of them and removes his wide-brim black hat. There are small patches of green mold on the hat and suit, even on the back of his hairless, liver spotted head. Suddenly, he turns around. “Good mooooorning. The name’s Baker. I don’t mean any harm.” Joe is the first to awaken from a weary slumber, followed by Sherry and Kenny. “Morning, folks. The name’s Baker. Hope you slept well. Looks like you’ve all had your surgeries and your job assignments. That’s good. Listen, I’m working for the Department of Antiquities and I need volunteers for a dig. Just outside of town. They’ve found something very interesting there and I need help getting it out of the ground.”
Kenny says, “We already got jobs.”
Joe says, “If we don’t show up for work, we’re fucked.”
“They’ll be spanking us at the Ice Palace,” Sherry adds. “Or maybe we’ll end up in the sewer.”
Baker leans over his chair-back. “No, no. Volunteers are exempt from all that. You get a work waiver. Come with me. Come on. It’s easy work. Let’s go. The sooner the better.”

A desolate stretch of land, the wreckage of the Hey Abbott distantly visible.
Joe, Sherry and Kenny stand over a partially dug, grave-like excavation. Baker lets down the handles of a wheelbarrow full of shovels and picks. “Start digging. Be done by dark.”

Later, about sundown, the hole is about six feet deep when Joe’s shovel strikes the metal lid of a coffin.
Baker jumps with joy. “Eureka!” He pries open the coffin with a chisel and a crowbar. Bright sun enters on a desiccated corpse encased in a wicker-like cage of overgrown fingernails and tangled hair.
Sherry gasps. “Oh, my God.”
Parting the nail-growth, Baker removes a still-ticking watch from the corpse’s skeletal wrist, listens to the ticking a moment, then removes a rusted identification bracelet from the other wrist. Rust has obscured some of the letters. What remains is — arvey. “The ‘H’ is missing,” Baker says. “This is Harvey. He’s worth real money on the alien market.” He peels away the tatters of a suit and shirt. A bullet hole can be seen in the leathery flesh of the stomach area. “The famous gut shot right where it should be. I know who this is. Thank you for your help. We’ll be in touch.”
Kenny holds out his fisted hand, then opens it. “Wait a minute, man. Don’t we get paid something for all this digging?”
“I asked for volunteers, not partners,” Baker says. “You’ll each get fifty yellows.”
Kenny closes his fist again. “The paper says it’s worthless.”
Frightened by Kenny’s aggressive stance, Baker relents. “All right. Fair is fair. We’ll take Harvey to the antiquities office and I’ll pay you in real money, alien money.”

On the outskirts of Witchy Toe, Joe and Sherry carry the front end of the coffin by its handles. Kenny bears the weight of the rear end. Baker walks beside them, but his advanced age begins to slow him down, then stops him altogether. He struggles for breath. “This is killing me.”
They set the coffin down on the shoulder of the road to rest.

Some time later, Baker lies dying on the road, flies crawling on his face, lips parched. “I can’t go on. Take him in and get the money. I’m done for.”
Kenny says, “What I’m wondering is, who’s in this coffin? Whose bones are those and what makes them so fucking valuable?”
Baker doesn’t answer. He’s dead.

A ways from the road is a rickety wooden cistern on rusty steel pilings. From its bottom dangle two alien legs in flight suit and boots, water dripping from them. Atop the topless tower is a parachute waving in the wind.
Joe, Sherry, and Kenny drag the coffin along, exhausted. They don’t notice the dead alien pilot in the cistern.
When they reach the outskirts of Witchy Toe, a sign appears: DEPARTMENT OF ANTIQUITIES, followed by an arrow.
A pedal wagon with three coffins stacked in its bed passes them. The pedalers are exhausted.
A new arrival pushing a handcart with a coffin in it nods with a smile as he passes by. “Who you got? I got Sinatra! He’s worth a gazillion.”
“We don’t know,” Joe says. “Somebody named Harvey.”
“Oh, yeah. That’ll get you some green.”

The Antiquities Department is housed in the gymnasium of an abandoned school.
The gym’s original entry doors have been replaced by a solid steel plate.
A long queue of new arrivals, each with at least one coffin in tow, has formed.
Kenny, Joe and Sherry are at the very end of the queue.
A news boy comes by selling City Moons. “Read it and weep. Money plane in fiery crash. Pilot found missing. President cancels money drops. Chaos predicted.”
Joe, Kenny and Sherry have finally reached the head of the line. They lift their coffin onto a conveyor belt that carries it into the building through a second-story window. They wait, listening to the sound of an old-fashioned adding machine. A cellophane-wrapped roll of green money tumbles down a chute like something from a candy dispenser. Sherry scoops it up.

In the lobby of the Terranova, Joe plays his saw to a small crowd, his hat a mere third full.
In the seating area, Kenny and Sherry count their green money. The paper is of such poor quality that the bills stretch and sag like wet dough.
Sherry finishes counting. “I got four hundred.”
Kenny has eight hundred. “Altogether that’s twelve hundred.”
A bright spotlight cuts through the dark, illuminating someone skulking down the aisle of the seating area dressed as Lee Harvey Oswald the day of his arrest in Dallas. The latex Oswald mask is slightly askew. He takes a seat near Kenny and fidgets nervously.
Thirty new arrivals dressed as Dallas police officers circa 1964 storm into the seating area. One of them leads the rest to the stage. Stage lights flare.
An officer shines his flashlight into the audience, face after face, until the beam settles on Oswald. “There he is! Get him!”
Oswald shouts, “This is it!” He pulls a.38 from his jacket and points it at Kenny. “I’ll kill him if you take one more step, you hear me?”
The officers freeze in place.
One of them announces, “He’s armed and dangerous, ladies and gentlemen. He just killed the President.”
A rolling sigh from the audience.
Oswald says, “Let’s go, the three of you. You’re coming with me!” He ushers them up the aisle at gunpoint.

The bright sun dazzles outside the theater. Oswald has on sunglasses. He looks at his Timex watch. A pedal car with a papier mâché body modeled after a 1961 Dallas police cruiser pulls up. An officer hops out, pulls his gun, partially hidden behind the paper car. His nametag says Tippet. “Stop! Or I’ll shoot!” he warns.
Oswald pumps four rounds into the officer, who falls dead without firing a shot, then hurries his hostages into an alley. “Let’s go! Into that alley.”
Kenny has had enough. “Come on, man. The show is over. Leave us alone.”
Joe says, “This is an act, right? This is your job, right?”
Oswald lowers the weapon. “It is, yeah, but I have to do it.” He raises the weapon. “So move!”
He directs them through alleyways, in and out of abandoned buildings, across empty streets and eventually into a manhole leading down to the lamplit ledge of the sewer canal. Now and then they have to dodge or step over large rats. They pass dimly lit cells, occupied beyond capacity with new arrival prisoners passing time languidly, reading books by candlelight, playing harmonica, cleaning fingernails.
They come to an open, well-lit plaza with a modern, clean, glass-fronted bakery. They see the tour boat dock in front and tourists disembark to visit the bakery.
The tour guide speaks gruffly through a bullhorn: “From this ultra-modern bakery come ten-thousand loaves of brown bread every twenty-four hours. This facility, along with the water purification plant we’ll be seeing up the line, provide all the bread and water our prisoners need for good nourishment.”
The last of the tourists enters the bakery.
Oswald waves his weapon. “Okay. Let’s take the boat.”
In the boat, Oswald controls the rudder and fingers his weapon while Joe, Kenny and Sherry pedal. The boat moves at a fair clip until it passes out of the sewer tunnel into the bright sun.

A slight variant of an earlier occurrence in Kenny’s rig. Kenny is drowsy, Joe and Sherry asleep. A highway sign looms in the headlight beam: WELCOME TO KANSAS. In his groggy state, Kenny doesn’t immediately grasp that something is wrong. But when he does, he snaps to alertness, applies the brakes, stops. Joe and Sherry wake up. Kenny backs up, past the sign for another look.
“How’d we get turned around?”
Sherry yawns. “We were in Texas when I fell asleep.”
“And going due south,” Kenny says. “How in the fuck did we end up in Kansas?”
“I told you this would happen,” Joe says. “It happens all the time. People don’t remember is all.”
Kenny shakes his head, truly puzzled. He attempts to turn the rig around on the narrow-shouldered highway, temporarily blocking both lanes.
The DeLorean tops a hill going at least a hundred and ten, Moe at the wheel. Kenny, Sherry and Joe run from the rig. Moe applies the brakes and screeches fifty yards before crashing into and under the rig and burning alive in a fireball.

In the crowded Bones Jangle. The skeleton dances and the lounge lizard, in a silk pongee suit, knocks back a black, syrupy drink. When the skeleton stops dancing all attention turns to the stage.
Sultry music welcomes Moe into the stage lights in a tight silk jumpsuit. He begins a striptease, but a few minutes into the act, the lounge lizard leaps up, charges toward the stage, pulls a.38 snubby and shoots Moe in the stomach.
Moe falls, mortally wounded.
We fade to black.
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