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For the cult kids



but man like an angry ape plays
such fantastic tricks before high heaven
as makes the angels weep
SHAKESPEARE
we’ve been living in the last days
ever since the first day … in the meantime
… in the meantime … in the meantime
DOLLY PARTON
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
There really was a cult called Bible Study in La Luz, New Mexico, in 1967. They really did get busted for building an interstellar landing strip and trying to resurrect a corpse. There really was a ranch at Twin Buttes, a place called White Sands Ranch, run by my forebears, a modest cattle operation to which one cult member escaped. But, as far as this novel is concerned, that is where any similarity to reality ends (and even those similarities, I’m required to tell you, aren’t what they seem). Here’s the disclaimer: references to real people, events, establishments, organizations, or locales are intended only to provide a sense of authenticity, and are used fictitiously. Wash your brain. Start again. The characters are unreal. The places and events are unreal. All things in The High Heaven are figments of my—and now your—imagination.



The High Heaven



PROLOGUE
— 1948 —
ACROSS THE DESERT came the blast and the ranch house shook. On the stove cast irons jumped and on the wall framed pictures of dead horses rattled and the hands of the noonstuck clock jerked forward slightly and shuddered there. Lord, have mercy. The Gentlys covered their bowls of beans as their adobe walls disintegrated more with each of the world’s bad vibrations.
Lunch and a rocket launch. Another day of Cold War in New Mexico.
The blast’s afterscream echoed to the border and back. When the dust in the kitchen settled they went outside to squint against the sun, to look up and see what they could see.
Oliver’s daddy spotted the thing way off and high up over the missile range. He put his crooked finger to the sky. He poked the firmament and said, Out there.
It floated for a minute, quiet. A parachute deployed and streamed but never fully opened so the hunk of metal hurtled earthward, spinning wildly and flaming some.
Young Jackson had beans on his face and he kept saying Nazi. Oliver’s son was not yet two but his granddaddy had taught him the whole range of cusses. The toddler liked saying Nazi best. Everything fired off on the missile range alongside their ranch got greeted with his daddy’s hollered damnations of Nazis because most of the weapons were designed by one—Hitler’s V2 rockets and America’s whole missile program now run by a Nazi scientist who our government cleansed of his sins so he could experiment with killing machines for the good guys. We beat them goddamn Nazis, Oliver’s daddy would say, my own son whooped them Nazis just so we could bring them home to dream up space missiles all over my ranch?
Toward the twin buttes, beyond the gypsum playa, cattle quit on their cud and herded up and moved off from where the sky was breaking. Oliver covered Jackson’s ears for the explosion but none came. There was no dust or smoke. No mushroom cloud.
I guess it landed yonder, said Oliver as he rubbed the scar on his neck.
Yup. Maybe exactly yonder, said his daddy.
Oliver kissed his wife and kissed his young son, then he and his daddy tacked up and rode out toward whatever had come down now. Near Highway 54 they crossed the army’s recovery team, a fleet of Jeeps crawling with GIs peering through binoculars, engineers scribbling on notepads, a couple of hound dogs raring to get the scent. The soldiers yapped into radios, got frantic unfolding and refolding maps while steering through stirred-up cows.
They seem a little more urgent than usual? said his daddy.
The convoy hardly paused as the Gentlys passed by and rode on through the scrub of the Chihuahuan Desert, on toward the Sacramento Mountains. They stopped just once at a cow tank.
Way out here aint ours, said Oliver. But when the horses were watered they went on. Anything that landed on the ranch, even on the grazing leases, might get them a concession from the army in exchange for giving it back, or giving up the coordinates of it, restitution for the aggravation of running cattle near a missile range. No such remuneration would materialize if they collected rockets or bombs or parts of planes or any amount of dud ordnance from elsewhere. In fact, doing so was criminal. But anyway Oliver’s daddy tracked this one, whatever it was. They adjusted course, going one way and the other, not following any trail but the dim one in his head, driving the horses just plain mad as they cut through creosote and ocotillo, searched along the escarpment until the horizon got feverish with warnings of night. Then there it was: a crater like a grave.
The hole was a few feet wide, deep enough so Oliver disappeared below the belt buckle when he scrambled down into it. At the bottom: a rocket. He yanked a shredded parachute off the mangled nose cone. Burnt fuel wafted sulfuric like rotten eggs. Oliver coughed at the sour reek of oil from shark liver lathered on the steel to give army hounds a scent.
We better hurry up then, said his daddy. And don’t touch it too much.
You want me to touch it or not?
Hurry up and touch it some. Don’t blow up neither.
Oliver held his breath and untangled the parachute. His daddy crawled on down into the crater too. They stood there with hats in hand, waving stink from their faces.
You feel it? said his daddy. Like somethin inside?
Naw, I don’t feel it.
Sure you do.
Alright. I feel it then.
Good. Got a bad feelin.
From his saddlebag Oliver took wire snips. There was no hatch on the rocket and maybe that characterized the nature of whatever was inside—had to be ripped out because it had been welded in. They cut around where an American flag was faded to charred stars. They cussed and pried, freed a whole section from thick rivets, and pulled. Yup. Among the wires and transistors, tanks and gauges, in there with all the gizmo guts—a monkey.
Fuckin Nazi monkey, said his daddy. The monkey was strapped to a little chair. It couldn’t slump but seemed dead anyway. It wore goggles, lenses spidercracked. A camera was right in the monkey’s face. The camera whirred. Almost like a nutjob monkey, said his daddy. All the straps were like a straitjacket, and then the wires too, like some wrongfully convicted sucker sentenced to ride a rocketship electric chair. His daddy pondered the scene so hard he had to crawl up out of the crater and sigh bunches and hang his hat on a yucca. A breeze came. Through spindly clouds peeked the moon over mountaintops. The horses got antsy about every bit of it.
That’s a monkey, said Oliver.
I know when I see a monkey, son. Clearly we got a monkey. You aint got to say monkey.
Nothin else to say.
We just aint figured the words yet.
A gust rose. The Stetson flew off the yucca. His daddy cussed and picked the hat up and cussed more. With the hat he swiped the air before him like to catch the cuss so he could swallow it and cuss it again yet louder which, once the Stetson was settled again on his head, he did. Fuck, he said. Goddamn. Well, yank that monkey up out of there then.
The little buckles wouldn’t budge so Oliver ripped the whole of the sad captain’s chair from the rocket. His daddy clipped it to his saddle. The monkey hung limp down the horse’s shoulder.
In the distance: searchlights of Jeeps, hound dogs barking. The moon was all there now, shining big and curious.
Goddamn to hell and back, said his daddy. He slid into the crater one last time, snatched the camera, fumbled to switch it off, then crawled out and stuffed it low in his saddlebag.
They rode home fast.
Oliver hoped his wife was awake and willing to tell them the sensible thing to do now but of course she had already done the sensible thing and gone to bed with their boy. The two men sat there in a circle of porch light, bucket between them, a monkey laid low in it. They sipped whiskey. They spit at the hangfire moon.
If there is one good reason for stuffin a monkey in a missile …
There aint.
If it were ever meant for monkeys to fly …
It aint. There’s dominions of land and air and all that.
In the beginning.
No sense interminglin dominions. God done laid it out his particular way.
I guess. I just mean … why don’t we catch up to the Jeeps, said Oliver. Give it up. Kinda got the creeps havin it here.
I bet it’s worth more than we could know, son. So say my guts anyway. His daddy leaned over the bucket and reached in and undid some of the straps, pulled the goggles down around the monkey’s neck.
Might be plain evil to bury it in a jacket for crazies, said his daddy.
It aint ours. We can’t just bury it.
Yup. We better burn it.
But you said it was worth somethin.
His daddy held the limp monkey at arm’s length but sort of tenderly as he unbuckled more straps. I don’t mean cash. I mean I think it means somethin. In the grand scheme. I got that feelin anyway, said his daddy.
What feelin?
Wonky. Like in the grand scheme.
And that’s when the wrinkled eyelids flickered. The monkey gasped and coughed then ripped its goggles off altogether. It shot from his daddy’s hands, crawled onto his head, squatted there on his Stetson with eyes exactly the wide size eyes get after resurrection. Oliver swiped at it but missed and slapped his daddy who howled then wielded the bucket wildly as the monkey hopped and swung around like reborn in a hellish jungle but this was just New Mexico. They chased it all over the porch for a circus minute until finally they got the monkey trapped under the bucket, which his daddy sat atop, heaving and cussing and fumbling to light a cigarette.
They must’ve drugged it like a damn elephant, said his daddy. But it’s alive still, or again.
The monkey scratched. Banged on the bucket’s inside. Oliver stepped off the porch to catch his breath and wonder aloud into the night if things ever eased up, if all life everywhere wasn’t also some experiment in the grand scheme gone awry and dragged home by rednecks.
His daddy picked up the little chair from the rocket and tossed it to his son and said, I guess go lose this in the junkpile.
And so he left his daddy hunched there smoking anxiously atop the bucket, the monkey beneath howling high now and loud but only for a moment longer and then all was quiet as Oliver walked with the rocket chair into their junkyard ashimmer in thickest moonshine.
His daddy will die in a few years, all the bad feelings having gnawed him hollow. The weapons tests won’t stop, and the ranch will end up encircled by the missile range. Oliver’s little boy will grow and go to war in jungles far away. More scientists will come to this desert with plans for bombs and rockets and there will be more monkeys too, a whole farm of space monkeys will come and go and Oliver won’t hardly talk about this first one, won’t even tell his wife about his daddy back there probably strangling that poor monkey for God knows why. Every nineteen years the moon gets full again on the same day at the same place in the sky. Every nineteen years all the moon’s phases line up against the constellations just the same as before. Nineteen years for things to come around again to changing the same as they already changed. So it will be just exactly nineteen years before Oliver ever tells this story and when he does it will be to an orphan child and he’ll tell that little girl just like this, the best he can remember. I don’t know no way this helps, he’ll say to the girl. But it all happened. And the brainwash book says, No lies.



A Tale of the Acid West



— 1967 —



ONE
HE HUNG HIS HEAD out the window of his pickup, his Stetson on the dash. The breeze rustled Oliver Gently’s matted gray hair, cooled the scar on his neck. Above: every star shied to whispers of predawn chatter. Oliver wasn’t any kind of champion for giving baths to machines, especially after long days tending cattle, and so his Ford’s windshield would get damn dirty. Persistent spits of New Mexico rain caked dirt over dirt but never hard enough to wash any away. Best to let it be. He said it was like seasoning a cast iron skillet. In summers, he could fry the best eggs you ever had—over easy—right there on the hood, no yolk running, all on account of that high desert seasoning. No worries if the day’s first rays of sun refracted off every particle of filth on his windshield. With his head out the window, nose full of pine and fir, Oliver dropped the Ford into neutral and coasted the steep part of Sunspot Highway, down through the Lincoln Forest.
He’d risen early to take a side of beef to Rochas deep in the Sacramento Mountains. It was important Rochas not be awake or else he’d decline the delivery by brandishing his rifle, hollering, Peligro! They were both about fifty, him and Rochas, had served together in our Second World War. But Rochas had gobs of wisdom mixed with various simmering ires. His face was craggier than Oliver’s but that just made it more animated when he hollered, which he did always, and was maybe one way all the crags crept in.
Rochas had been perfecting a rant for the last two decades or so, about minding your own business, how nobody did it anymore—Zapatero a tus zapatos, Rochas would say, mixing his mother’s dichos with his own high-minded rambling—how everybody felt the need to be always in the business of others, how every fissure of turpitude in the once-immaculate moral carapace of humanity was traceable to individuals sticking their noses where they didn’t belong, namely into the shit of some other individual. A situation that results, Rochas didn’t have to remind you, in shame for both parties, one forced to gander at what he’d tried vigorously to expel now displayed prominently on his neighbor’s face. The rant spiraled always toward the same conclusion: Mi casa es su casa just means mi caca es su caca, and anyway keep your caca to yourself.
Rochas played the misanthrope but he surely had reason to get cranky these days. He was newly laid off from a job exploding mountains at the quarry. With so many mines closing down in ’67, his blasting days were likely over. The side of beef was Oliver’s offering to an old buddy, an offering Rochas would never accept unless it near-magically appeared on his doorstep as he snored at 4:30 a.m. Oliver unloaded the foam coolers in the dark and went on toward Cloudcroft to unload a forequarter at Western Bar and Grill, the whole time feeling guilty for missing out on Rochas yapping about Love Thy Neighbor being a commandment for bygone times when you had to ride a damn camel across all of Egypt to get a cup of sugar. Now telephones and satellites and televisions. Spaceships, hombre. Infinite worlds to harass on a whim. Just look at the shitshow in Vietnam. Shame. All of us shitfaced. The dirt roads through Lincoln Forest contorted fairly nauseatingly, tough to navigate at first light, so Oliver hung out of his pickup more than usual, peering both around the dirty windshield and around the bend, when the child was there—apparitional—standing just beyond the tree line and wearing red sneakers.
He shrank into the Ford’s cab and kept on for a quarter mile. When he finally stopped, he sat there with his arm across the bench seat, running through all the tricks his wife deployed for scolding him. About his heavy pours: Everybody deserves to relax. Even whoever toils distillin your Old Crow. About waiting until noon to deliver beef: Rochas is stubborn. You know he’d be just fine eatin mud all winter long. About his filthy pickup: Surely we can afford a whole other truck for lookin presentable in town on Sundays. His wife had a way of agreeing with him in order to change his mind. Right now she was in his brain saying it was fine to drive on because everyone knows ghosts can fend for themselves. Especially the young ones.
In the distance, up over the village of High Rolls, a glow. Strange clouds rose. Smoke. There was fire on the mountain. Nothing big and it wouldn’t get big on account of the light snows in recent weeks but he ought to turn around anyway. Might as well check on this ghost, confirm the deterioration of his mind, piss on a tree.
Oliver grabbed his hat from the dash, his shotgun from behind the seat. He walked up the road. With each step his afternoon plan of slowly riding fence unbothered at the ranch seemed a little more busted. January was not an unusual time for hikers. But a child? And January was not an unusual time for mountain lions. Not long ago all those nurses got murdered in Chicago. Danger abounds. Brutality thrives. Nobody hikes in red sneakers. No child alone. Oliver did not believe in ghosts. He did not believe in fate or miracles or time travel or astrology or gremlins or spells of magic or various remedies cutting the edge of science or plainly snake oil. Much of medicine in general he felt was hogwash and some of the stranger physics too. You could fill a minor league ballpark with everything he didn’t believe and therefore it came as a shock always to Oliver when folks described him as a man of faith. He went to church but never lingered. He tithed but certainly not enough to wash off any of the meaningful sins. Perhaps folks only meant that he was fairly steady. Any creature of habit appears to have special knowledge. But, truly, habit precludes discovery. Oliver hiked around the bend, called on what little he did believe in, and frankly demanded of that unsubstantial amalgamation: Don’t make me shoot nothin.
There she stood. A child in sneakers. Hair in braids. She wore a stiff getup of denim coveralls once bleached but now darkened with soot. Not floating exactly but somehow still levitational. Oliver removed his hat and held it up, a sign of vulnerability, showing the whole of his thought-box in all its misshapen glory. Not a single untoward notion in this old dome, little lady. If you have some demonic power, please don’t use it on me. The child flinched and opened her mouth big like to scream but there was no scream. She turned and limped into the forest. Oliver put his hat on and followed. After only a dozen yards he said, I aint fit to hike nowheres all day. But they weren’t headed nowhere and soon enough Oliver kneeled near the child as she dug in the cold ground with her small hands. There from the mud she pulled a little radio. Oliver tried to get a look at the blood on her leg. She cowered like a beat pup until she was tight in a ball around the radio. Leaves rustled. Pines swayed. A chill cut through.
What happened?
Rapture, said the child.
—
Oliver whirled the dial on his truck’s radio, taking the mountain curves faster than he ever had, trying to tune in news about the fire at High Rolls or why the hell he had a bleeding child next to him.
The child didn’t cry. She whirled the dial on her own radio, a muddy little transistor set, turquoise with gold trim. But the thing was clearly busted—antenna bent. And she was clearly busted—torn denim, raggedy red sneakers. Her hands stained oddly red but still blue from a night in cold coming through. Blood soaked through the duct tape he’d wrapped on her leg, pooling on the vinyl seat. Something with teeth, it seemed. A dog bite. And the way the child had said rapture—such nonchalance even as she trembled. Maybe he could find a frequency on his Ford’s dash that would explain all that. The child stared as Oliver wizarded the truck using his whole body, both legs pumping, head bobbing in and out of the window, one hand swooping big arcs on the steering wheel while the other yanked the long shifter or jabbed the dashboard dials. After a few miles, she became part of the conjuring, the two of them on the ratty bench seat, jostled into each other with every shift and turn.
Every now and then, through the forest, through the static, through the grind of the V8 and the half-ton pickup’s twangy speakers, Oliver managed to dial in decipherable broadcasts. All the newscasters were breathless about the NASA story breaking out of Florida: … last night … flames kill … in the year of our Lord 1967 … my God … astronauts dead on the launchpad … moonshot in doubt … 6:31 in the evening … moonshot in doubt … spacesuits melted to seats … Apollo 1 … the tragedy … brutality and awful wailing … burned alive … moonshot in doubt.
—
Maude was there at the east gate, standing tall like the world’s only beacon of hope. That was how she always stood. She didn’t know her husband was coming with trouble yet there she was, ready for it. Oliver stopped the pickup next to her old Buick idling there. Maude said, My Lord, then moved around to the passenger side where she opened the door and pulled the unconscious child into her arms.
When you have survived a patch of this desert for so long, these many decades, as Oliver and Maude Gently had; when you have exchanged vows with shrapnel from our Second World War still lodged in the neck of the groom, sent a son off to fight in a murky jungle, had your hands together in the blood of steers and sows and buried in the dust of your ranch a stillborn baby and four parents who were gone too soon plus a half dozen beloved mutts; when you have driven cattle until broke and broken and stayed afloat barely through tests of goddamn atom bombs and a whole range of missiles developed right over your head, and every year a drought; when you have strung and patched a thousand miles of barbed wire and lain together most nights for some thirty years with your rough hands clasped while silently praying the same prayer thanking any god you can muster for the one truly good thing that lies next to you, as Maude and Oliver had, all verbal fretting over particulars could wait until the crisis at hand leveled out. They hardly exchanged glances as Maude carried the child to the Buick’s back seat and her medical bag there plus the old tin lunch box of an emergency kit beat to hell by overuse like there’d never been one easy day at the Gently place.
Oliver stirred up the whole road speeding to the house, dust trailing the Buick like a tunnel ripped through reality. In the rearview, the tunnel expanded and enveloped everything in a way that bothered Oliver. He smacked the mirror to change the scene and then it was Maude in the reflection, her teeth ripping the bloody duct tape from the child’s leg.
—
Oliver held the telephone too far from his face. He gripped the thing like maybe the receiver aimed to burrow through his brain. He didn’t trust the effect all that wire had on voices or the people using them. How does a greeting mutate when it’s miles old and amplified by something other than flapping flesh?
Hello?
Oliver poured two fingers of Old Crow and studied the phone book. The white pages: an endless list of winning lottery numbers where all the jackpots were scuttlebutt and bullshit. He dialed and talked and drank and dialed. He learned that the wildfire near High Rolls was nearly contained. There’d been a skirmish with a group out of La Luz. Even a helicopter was brought in. A raid, more like. Shots fired but no police harmed beyond scraped knees and general bewilderment. Plus the fire this group set trying to escape. There was chitchat of a corpse.
Martino at the county commission used the phrase religious fanatics.
Oliver hung up and dialed anew.
Alien fetishists, said Faye from 4-H.
Oliver drank.
Three different people from the Church of Christ whispered, in the same sort of gleeful tone: Sex cult.
The livestock commissioner went on about different mysterious deaths of cattle near Mayhill—mutilations, really, I mean the damn guts done torn out and worn probably, I mean intestines like a costume—and eventually rambled his way into the phrase satanic beef molesters, repeating it softer and more incredulously until Oliver finally hung up.
He wanted to call Rochas. But Rochas was too smart to own a telephone. And anyway Oliver already knew what he’d say: Aint your shit to smell, hombre.
Major Laws on the missile range had heard the word cannibalism thrown around but that was by his own mother-in-law, so the major resolved to wait for tomorrow’s headlines like everybody else. Oliver said Laws owed him the truth at least this once and Laws swore on both their Purple Hearts plus the life of Oliver’s boy now in Vietnam that he didn’t know a thing. No call had come in on the government line so, cannibalism or not, the major assumed there was no threat to national security or any other level of security, local or intergalactic, et cetera. Anyway, said Laws, everybody’s frantic over the NASA explosion in Florida. Apollo is the only headline. Good pilots lost last night. Astronauts are a waste of men. Just glorified test monkeys. The Soviets have got us whooped now, no doubt. No wonder the godless get antsy.
Oliver drank and dialed.
Deputy Sheriff Woodson said there was no manhunt, as such, meaning they didn’t quite know what to hunt for or where. And for another thing, said Deputy Woodson, our hands is full with twenty of them crazies from the raid locked up, all in the same funny clothes. Like hippie church denim. You never seen such outfits, like they all matched up to sing a song on a stage. But they aint singin good, on account of bein brainwashed, if you know the term. Real wackos. Woodson asked if Oliver had called for any particular reason, if maybe he’d seen some of these folks fleeing the area or had prior knowledge of their probably criminal undertakings at their compound in the village of La Luz. Oliver drank and said nothing of the child. He didn’t mean to keep a secret. It just happened that way, like he was already inside the secret. He mentioned the wildfire and wondered if he should check on his hunting camp at Wofford Lookout. He wondered, if he were to visit the camp, if these folks in bleached denim jumpsuits, were he to see any of them around, should they be considered dangerous or contagious or the like. Deputy Woodson muttered a bit, said a whole slew of authorities were trying to figure that out. You know for sure I know, said Woodson, only what the Bible tells us. Even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.
Who’s the angel here, Deputy?
Aint there all kinds of disguises? The devil’s under funny clothes.
Oliver drank and hung up and left Woodson on the other end mumbling through miles of wire: Hello?
—
The child was twelve, maybe. Or nine or ten. Thirteen, even. Hard to say. She was small but even unconscious she had a quality Maude recognized: already convinced of many things. Her thick eyebrows reigned. Her skin was brown from sun and her hair was light but her eyebrows were thick and dark. Maude had her laid up on the couch, stitched and bandaged and feeding her fluids through an IV, the bag hanging from a brass standing lamp, its shade an old coffee can, buckshot. Something had bit the girl and took with it no small portion of her flesh. She would need rabies shots soon and the wound would heal into a rugged scar the length of her left thigh but anyway she wasn’t about to die. The girl had shied from Maude’s touch but not like dodging after a life of whoopings. Oliver said she was like a beat pup but this was something else. Like she’d never been hugged much.
Maude wiped the child’s limp hands though they remained red, like chemical stains. From the floor Maude lifted the transistor radio, cleaned the turquoise plastic, scrubbed gunk from the mesh grooves of the speaker, ran her finger over the raised lettering: EMERSON GALAXY. What kind of evidence was this? What kind of crime, even? What was she wiping away? Maude cycled through a series of muted gasps and exhales, imagined a whole spectrum of horrors. She set the radio again on the floor. Anyway, there was a man to question.
—
Maude, don’t blame me already …
I know. I only mean, why didn’t you take her to the hospital?
No tellin, really. A bad feelin. Aint you good as any doctor?
But the police?
A bad feelin.
You need that feeling cleared up, Oliver, before I get one of my own.
You don’t have the same feelin?
Maybe I do. We got different reasons for it, is my point.
Uneasy is how I’m feelin.
Uneasy is simple enough.
We can work through uneasy?
That’s what I mean. We can work through uneasy. But if it’s something else. Like with your daddy.
Just uneasy.
Because your daddy was unsound. Then unhinged. That’s different than uneasy. By ten miles, that’s different.
Yes ma’am.
So you’re uneasy, why?
That child was talkin end of the world.
Don’t over-muddy the confusion, Oliver.
Is rapture the end? I can’t remember what comes after rapture.
This aint the end. She’s just a child.
I thought she was somethin else … you know …
My Lord …
… like a ghost.
You never cared about ghosts.
She’s clearly a child.
And if she dies on our couch?
Is she gonna die?
No.
Okay.
Can I ask you a question?
Alright.
You better know what you’re doin.
I don’t. What’s your question?
Why’d I marry an enigma?
Don’t call names.
Pigheaded.
You’re conjurin monsters now.
I’m conjurin?
Pigheaded enigma. Sounds like the end of the world.
You’ve conjured yourself. Conjured unease. No more conjurin, mister. When I figure out what to do, we’re doin it. No questions asked.
Yes ma’am. Anything you conjure.
—
The child lay in the dark of the Gently place. Over the desert the moon rattled like a fragment of angry candy but the child could not see it because she was inside and under a table, her eyes closed and little fists covering her closed eyes and the pupils of them flashing and strobing because on her eyes’ insides streamed afterimages of rapture. Flames licked at the thinnest edges of herself. Violent storm of iris. She moved her fists and blinked and shook but when she closed her eyes again, there it was. The light in her eyes. It would not go out. She made more and more darkness and would come to learn to make yet more and more darkness but still the light would not go out. Not for the whole rest of her life.



TWO
HE WONDERED IF HIS EYES were open when he woke, such was the level of earlydark on the ranch. Oliver reached out. Maude was breathing. Good. He lay there until a single beam of light swept slowly through the room. He went to the window. Across the highway spun a beacon atop an old radio tower, around and around. He closed the heavy curtain he’d hung to block the damn shine of the radio tower. He tried to keep the snaps of his shirt quiet as he dressed then went to the child still curled up under the coffee table. She was breathing too. She wasn’t asleep but Oliver didn’t blame her. Maude had laundered her denim getup though bloodstain now clouded the acid wash. Her red sneakers were on and tied tight like she might run off any minute. Maude had taken her hair out of braids though there was no hope of sustaining trust long enough to brush it so now the child had a mane of frizz.
He poured old coffee and put on his coat and went out on the porch and pulled on his boots, then studied the dregs in his mug as the watery grounds morphed pareidolic. The child limped out carrying her radio. They eyed each other sideways through the dark.
Why aren’t we dead? said the child.
I ask myself that sometimes. I don’t think it’s healthy though.
She stared at him. When I close my eyes, do you see light leakin out?
Why would light be leakin out?
She closed her eyes, held them shut. He bent close to her face, examined every angle of her grim squint. He wondered if he ought to be scared.
I don’t know, said Oliver. Can you hop off this porch? He helped her down and pointed around the house to where, across the highway, the light of the radio tower swept the desert, its beam passing over the barbed wire and onto his ranch. Sometimes, said Oliver, when I close my eyes, I see that damn light still.
What is it?
Well, that’s the old monkey farm. What’s left of it anyway.
Around the Gently place were all kinds of blinking lights, all switched on in the last decade or two, unnatural in color and mechanical in strobe, clear across the horizon from the army’s missile range to the NASA test track, from the border patrol to the air force base. The ranch was stuck like a black hole at the center of all that twinkling modernity. But this one particular tower was the worst—from dusk until dawn its safety beacon spun, spilled onto the outer ranges so probably the cows dreamed of damnation to a desert discotheque.
There aint monkeys there anymore, said Oliver. The lab’s been closed a good while. They got all kinds of others there now. Hollywood, if you can believe that. Movies sets and other nonsense like monsters and science fiction. But they aint bothered to kill the monkey light. Oliver spit. Sometimes closin your eyes don’t shut it all down.
Together they closed their eyes, took in whatever lights lingered in their personal darknesses. Then they looked at each other again, seriously contemplated the purpose of the other’s existence. The child’s eyes were green in a way that reminded Oliver of something he couldn’t quite remember but vowed to. C’mon then, said Oliver. He helped her back onto the porch and to the rusty benchswing where she stretched out her bandaged leg. I gotta feed the animals. You ready to say your name?
Izzy.
Izzy?
Just Izzy. Not short for nothin.
Alright, Izzy. Good name, Izzy. You’ll keep watch while I do some chores? Keep them eyes peeled?
At the stalls he dropped hay for horses and ground feed for the milk cow, threw scratch to pigs and checked the coop for eggs but there were none so he tacked up and rode east toward the gate where he’d left his Ford yesterday. Out that way, toward the Llano Estacado, there were no unnatural beacons of experimenters or warmongers. Out that way, for one precious sliver of horizon, all light was still only far off and ancient. The light of dead stars. He got off his horse and spent a long while rubbing his neck. Whenever tragedy was afoot, his war wound itched like there was shrapnel eager to get back to its origins. After all his jawing on the phone Maude had asked, Does your scar itch? He’d said it didn’t and it hadn’t started to yet so he rubbed it wondering why not as he climbed into the truck and hung his head out the window and drove slow, holding the long lead of his horse following behind until they got back to the porch and Izzy.
Come meet my horse, said Oliver. This is Sorry.
Izzy stood, limped closer.
What do you think about that? A horse named Sorry.
Izzy reached out and touched the horse. She said, Sorry, you’re a beautiful horse.
Oliver slapped Sorry’s rear and grinned. The child says you’re a looker!
He has made everything beautiful in its time, said Izzy.
What?
Izzy pointed at Oliver, held her finger there like an admonition. She said, Also He has put eternity into man’s heart.
Her words lingered as dawn rose and the dead light gave way to day.
—
Twenty minutes to town and at the Mobil station Oliver stopped for more coffee and a newspaper. The headline was bold: LA LUZ CULT CLASHES WITH SHERIFF—CORPSE & LANDING STRIP ON FARM.
He parked at the hospital and walked in and loitered at the nurses’ station. A drunk with a chest of crusty vomit snored violently on the waiting room bench. The sound, like struggling to swallow his own face, echoed across the sterile tiles until Oliver could take it no more and rolled the man onto his side.
Your friend? said a nurse.
Not one I’ll claim, anyway.
Oliver stuffed magazines behind the drunk to prevent him from resuming the snoring pose and then followed the nurse to a storage room where she filled a bag with gauze and antibiotics and syringes ready to fix rabies.
What wild thing yall got now? said the nurse.
I’m just the gofer. As always. You know how Maude is. Workin with some or another charity in El Paso.
That woman. Rest of us look awful ugly in her saintly glow.
I’m blinded by three decades of it. Burned to a crisp by now.
Aint no other nurse got energy like Maude does.
Yes ma’am.
Anyways, be sure she brings a receipt or somethin. Admins do occasionally take stock.
Down the hall came echoes of hollering.
Jeez Louise, said the nurse, all night it’s been like a tabloid around here. I swear. Abuzz with cult activity. Can you believe such a thing?
I saw the headline. Cult and a corpse.
I know! Can you imagine such a thing?
No need for imagination, I guess. It’s all happened now.
You are right about that. Been waitin all night on the coroner. Now this army doctor just appears and takes charge. And Deputy Woodson down there cussin about he don’t know all what. Television news done called already ten times. From here plus Texas!
Unbelievable.
I can neither imagine nor believe, Oliver Gently. It’s all happened now. The nurse clicked her tongue a few times and whistled and rushed off toward the commotion.
Oliver rummaged in the bag a bit and looked around and moseyed nonchalantly after the nurse. Down the hall and through a set of doors he came to a window where he lingered out of view from those on the other side. The nurse tried to calm Deputy Woodson who shook his finger at a big fellow with thick-rimmed glasses, wide suspenders under a white lab coat. At the big fellow’s neck was a turquoise bolo tie with a silver slide that hung loose because it couldn’t get a tight cinch around his fat neck.
Oliver pushed his hat back, nosed up on the glass. Nearly half a century of cultivating a steadfast lack of interest in the affairs of others and there he stood surreptitiously gandering through a window like some kind of pervert peeper. Beyond Woodson and the nurse, stretched out on a surgical table: the corpse.
Its flesh was dark and wrinkled and put Oliver in mind of an ancient mummy though the woman seemed to have been young. Her hair was bright red and despite the leathery state of her skin all that near-neon hair gave the sense of, well, vigor. The doctor tucked in his bolo tie, leaned over her. He held something viscous which he set down before reaching again into the woman who was cut open from the waist to the neck. He was taking her insides out. Some of them were piled on the table next to her like so much jerky. A heart. A liver, maybe. And something else: a little alien thing. Woodson cussed and turned away. The big man snapped a bloody glove off. He pulled open a long drawer from the cadaver locker and moved the arm of another corpse so he could lean there and ponder his findings and roll a slim cigarette and ponder more. He smoked and thumbed his suspender and tapped the turquoise stone on his bolo tie.
Oliver tried to halt a sneeze but couldn’t. Everyone turned as he wiped snot off the window. The doctor’s finger stopped tapping. He put out his smoke and closed the drawer. He pulled his suspender out like a bowstring, his index finger like an arrow cocked at Oliver who settled his hat and gave the man a slight nod like he had no fear but moved along anyway because his war wound slightly tingled.
In the waiting room the drunk awoke and felt every pocket and fold of his clothes, every bodily nook on the hunt for one last cigarette. The drunk said, Come here, friend. Do you have a smoke?
No.
Well then what is you here for then?
No reason.
Do you know why I’m here?
No.
I’m sayin I can’t explain bein here just now at this present moment exactly though I got premonitions regardin the purpose of hospitals. You aint got no smoke?
No.
Fixin up. That’s all hospitals is for. Aint that so? Well then aint you here to get fixed up then? Are we gettin fixed? Maybe the fix is in! Is that it? The fix is in!
I don’t know. I don’t think so.
Then go on and explain yerself! Explain both ourselves if you got a mind for figurin the cosmos! Why we here?!
It’s a mystery, said Oliver. He had the urge to try explaining more, wanted to start from way back: In the beginning. What was it they said at church? No man knows God from beginning to end. That’s right. And what was it the child had said this morning? Also he has put eternity into man’s heart. Well, damn. Izzy had been quoting scripture. Oliver hadn’t fully understood that until now and not until this very moment had he understood that particular scripture to be a taunt. God gave mortal man a mind to fathom and long for eternity, a concept at odds with our very nature—what cruelty. And what did little Izzy know of all that? Was she taunting him or was it just God’s taunts in the mouths of babes?
Oliver wasn’t the type to know Bible verses by heart—he had the gist, how humanity was forever falling short—but he should have recognized that Izzy was quoting scripture. What other scripture could he recall? One phrase had always stuck with him: the face of the deep. The Bible gets going with God trying to name everything—thinking up words for day and night and heaven and earth—but even before that it begins with darkness upon the face of the deep. Like, before everything: the deep. In the beginning …, the Bible says, darkness was upon the face of the deep. Well what in the hell is the deep? The deep gets a face but never a proper name. The deep, that darkness, is the beginning of all things. Damn. Maybe, in the beginning, God started calling names because he was scared of the dark.
Oliver wanted to tell the drunk that whether or not he would find that last cigarette was known long before the galaxies took shape. Oliver wanted to say this not because he believed it but because any god scared of the dark didn’t bode well for creation. The drunk went on rubbing himself hoping to manifest tobacco. Predestination was a lazy way to make sense of eternity. In time, Oliver knew, all things might happen. Not just one. Ranching had taught him that. Damn. Another realization—he should have known right away but he was sure of it now: that corpse, that mummy woman cut open, the little alien thing beside her, it wasn’t anything strange at all, just unborn.
The nurse came and dug through documents at the front desk. We got to clear yall out now, said the nurse. Yall got to go.
We aint here for any reason anyway, said the drunk. The mystery’s the only reason, if there be sense enough in that. Which there aint. On account of the fix is in.
In the parking lot Oliver climbed into his truck and idled there studying the newspaper:
Discovery of the partially decayed body of a 29-year-old woman ended a search that began when local authorities received a bizarre anonymous phone call telling them that members of a religious sect were preserving a body in a barn, awaiting the dead woman’s return to life.
The body was found in a shed on the property of Mr. Saul Heel, self-appointed prophet of the group. Mr. Heel lives on a farm in La Luz just north of old Highway 54, where he claimed his followers would assemble as the only survivors of the world’s end in 1969.
Mr. Heel led his followers up the canyon to Bridal Veil Falls, where the confrontation with police occurred. A fire was set but the group of roughly two dozen were all apprehended, save Mr. Heel, whose whereabouts are unknown. The fire is largely contained.
Besides various boxes of radio parts, likely stolen, officers noted a flattened area on the property identified by authorities as a landing strip for flying saucers. A sign at the edge of the landing strip reads “All children of God welcome, humans stay clear. Angels sign here, please.”
Oliver flipped the newspaper. Below the fold was another story—SPACE TRAVEL CLAIMS LIVES—about the Apollo astronauts aflame on the launchpad. He flipped from one story to the other, forcing them through the gullies of his brain simultaneously.
The newspaper said nothing about anything unborn. And it said nothing of a missing child.
The big man in the bolo tie exited the hospital and then Oliver knew him. Easier to recognize in the sun, his hands not in the dead. A doctor from the missile range with a silly name: Jolly. He was not fat but thick. His white lab coat stretched tight all over and he bulged through, a pale bull. He carried a bone saw, smaller than the one Oliver used in the cutting room at the ranch. Sharper. The pale bull came to the truck. Oliver couldn’t help but size up how he’d break down, all prime: chuck, flank, and brisket.
Doc Jolly set his saw on the hood of the Ford where it rattled as the engine idled.
I am sorry you saw that, said Doc Jolly. He pulled from his shirt pocket a leather pouch and pinched tobacco and rolled another long, slim cigarette.
I’ve seen worse, said Oliver. What did I see exactly?
Jolly struck a match and puffed. He flicked the match away. Through his nose he inhaled slow and delicate. Up from his mouth a couple of cloudy snakes slithered over his lip into his nostrils. He exhaled and ashed and the embers of it caught the wind and flared and disappeared.
Do you care to know what I think about the moon? said Doc Jolly. He spoke with an unplaceable accent, put on and tiresome, wrought maybe from reading too much.
Why would I care about that?
You sit there with the newspaper, my friend. The space race is on. These astronauts, dead and sacrificed. Nothing strange, in this day and age, about patriots politely discussing the moon, the moon and its casualties, Apollo in ashes, et cetera.
Along came the drunk, out from the hospital. He ambled up to the men, tried to snatch the cigarette from Jolly’s hand. At first, Jolly pulled back. Then he smiled and put the cigarette to the drunk’s lips. For a moment, between them was the mingling of smoke, their exhales all mixed up and intertwined as if from the same fiery lungs. And then the drunk stumbled off messily sucking the cigarette to the butt, mumbling, Hallelujah.
Why’d you give that fella your smoke?
I am not a smoker. Not really. I suppose it is just a puff here and there to help cleanse the stench somewhat. Do you know what I mean when I say the stench?
I get the feelin you’re standin here at my truck for a reason.
No reason. My apologies, sir. Doc Jolly lifted his bone saw and used it to scratch his back. In any case, said Jolly, what I think about the moon is this: I feel sorry for the moon. Like I feel sorry for Vietnam. The war goes on. Always has. And these places do just get caught up in it.
Oliver put the Ford in gear and drove off. Doc Jolly sat on a curb with the bone saw for a lap table. He hulked over his little pouch, rolled another slim cigarette, and inhaled the smoky snakes of it.
—
Maude injected Izzy a half dozen times. The child flinched when touched but didn’t blink as the needle went in. Antibody shots around the bite on her thigh and then vaccine in her arm. Maude dressed the wound and took a seat on the sofa and looked over the newspaper Oliver handed her as Izzy curled up in the easy chair, her stained hands red against the turquoise plastic of the radio.
Was it a sheriff’s dog that bit you? said Oliver. Was there a whole lot of gunshootin? Who set fire to the mountain? How’d you end up alone?
Izzy kept quiet.
Maude said, Tell us about your mother then.
Izzy thought for a minute. She said, He that loveth father or mother more than me is not worthy of me.
I told you she’s talkin Bible riddles. What are we supposed do with that?
Will you tell us about your parents? We’d like to get you back to your family, when it’s safe. Where is your family?
I need this radio fixed, said Izzy.
Alright. Anything can be fixed.
It’s a Galaxy and we don’t deserve it but have it only by the grace of God. This was Brother Heel’s. The Galaxy connects us to all things … when it’s fixed.
Even when she wasn’t speaking the King James, words came from Izzy’s mouth like they were written down somewhere and that bothered Oliver, having to think about where they were written down and by who and to what end. The child said so little but what came out straddled naïveté and certainty, like any kid talking to dolls, explaining the whole world.
That aint authentic NASA gizmos, said Oliver. That’s just another busted Emerson. But we’ll get batteries if you want. Won’t help nothin. Out here TV don’t work half the time. Remember I showed you that monkey light? Missile range has got antennas and radars galore. There aint hardly airwaves left for Cronkite or Bonanza.
The Galaxy works, said Izzy. Anybody can hear it. Even you could hear it.
I believe you.
It’s how God talks to us. God comes on the radio.
Now, just what do you mean? God?
If the Galaxy’s broke, we can’t hear God.
Alright, kiddo. Now … you mean like a church program, or some hell-fire preacher? What station plays God?
He’s just … He is the radio, said Izzy. I am that I am and who is and who was and who is to come.
Oliver stared at her like from the paying side of zoo glass. He threw his arms out and stammered, unable to say any of the blasphemous things echoing in his brain, because Maude already had her nails digging into his thigh.
What about this Mr. Heel? said Maude. The newspaper claims he’s missing. Is he maybe out searchin for you?
No.
Somebody’s bound to be missin you.
Izzy spun her dials and said, My mother’s gone. Brother Heel was bringing her back. But he’s gone too. His head exploded on the mountain. In the fire … he rose up. Izzy raised her palms high, raised her gaze too, had a whole moment of what Oliver could understand only as some pantomime of zealous supplication. Then she curled back into herself, into her busted Galaxy.
There shall be no flesh saved, said Izzy.
—
Early evening and riding a stretch of fence might clarify something. Always more holes to patch. More concerns to ponder low in the gurgling worry-pits of the gut. A wilderness of fear stones slowed the man down but at least belly pain wouldn’t put him in the loony bin. My mind is sound, said Oliver to his horse as he tacked up. Aint no god in radio.
He patted Sorry’s rear, brushed his patchy mane. Most everybody, upon first encountering the miserable beast as an ugly foal, had reflexively apologized to his long face out of some innate guilt about their own repulsion, but they’d said sorry with such empathy that the horse got sort of sweet on the word, like it was his name, and so it was.
Giddyup, Sorry.
They went northwest toward Highway 70. The day’s last rays of sun glared off the big stretch of white dunes across the road. The ranch sat near two buttes, called Twin Buttes, though the shape and character of the buttes were different enough. In the Chihuahuan Desert any big rock jutting from the dusty plains is an anomaly, and here were two, a real incongruity with the Gently place in the middle. How had Izzy ended up here?
Though Oliver’s granddaddy had written Twin Buttes Ranch on all the official paperwork, few ever used that name. The ranch was spitting distance from those blindingly white dunes, the dregs of some ancient lake, one of the world’s great natural wonders, according to brochures from the visitors’ center at White Sands National Monument. So the name was sometimes White Sands Ranch and always the Gently place but almost never Twin Buttes Ranch, even though the brand adorning the gate and burned into the cattle was pretty clearly a couple of flat-topped hills with a slim rib of moon slung over them. Looking out on the ancient gypsum dunes Oliver thought again about the face of the deep, if this was its opposite or end, the blinding maw of sand he’d been raised in. If you came to town and asked after White Sands, folks would think probably you meant the missile range, because the military was the biggest business around and of course they’d taken the name for themselves, for their proving ground: White Sands Missile Range. For this reason above all, Oliver hated when folks called his ranch White Sands. In two decades the government had gone and turned one of the world’s great natural wonders into an unquenchable wound of war games. Twin Buttes by the Monument, Oliver had said for years, by way of direction to the Gently place. Veer left at the blinding maw—steer clear of any bombs.
And why was it that the child now reminded him of this—one more weapon crash-tested at the Gently place.
He eased Sorry along the fence, eyed his spread, added all he saw to an already infinite list of decrepitudes. The barn roof leaked. Cow tanks strewn across the playa leaked. Somehow everything leaked though there was never rain enough to fill the cisterns. The well was low and what came up was briny. The big corral plus all the pens were held upright primarily by rust. The yellow paint he and Maude had annually caked on the house peeled now all over like a thick hide poorly fleshed so big patches of adobe were exposed and crumbling. The cinder-block slaughterhouse needed a new chain hoist and the cutting room had a broken freezer. Toward the buttes there were two rickety single-wides and an Airstream where various extended family or hired hands had lived over the years before Daddy ran them off. Oliver had renters out there now at the butte camp. He couldn’t afford to pay cowboys but occasionally he’d knock money off the already piddly lease for a hand bailing hay. He was down to sixty head of cattle now, just what he could manage with his son joined up and gone to Vietnam. Hardly a living, sixty cows.
Between the buttes was an old tin barracks. The army had dragged it over some years back to make amends after a misunderstanding involving drunk soldiers and a dead heifer. Before he died, Oliver’s daddy had lost his mind in that barracks, digging holes toward a grand bomb shelter. At times it seemed his daddy had wanted to move the whole ranch underground. But like so much on the Gently place, the bomb shelter languished unfinished. Now the barracks was mostly a playhouse for the kids of tenants at the butte camp, of which currently there were four boys: Benny and José and Dusty and Luis, troublemakers all.
Oliver pulled up on Sorry and sighed. Sorry spun slowly clockwise, something the horse tended to do instead of standing still. Sorry walked like a drunk, even when held halter. The horse had moonblindness, meaning there were clouds in his eyes that waxed and waned, made him sensitive to light, got him confused at times. Plus maybe spinal parasites or encephalitis, according to the vet, who periodically tried to load Sorry’s ass full of fist-sized pills. Oliver always declined on Sorry’s behalf. A balance issue for sure but maybe more of a sensitivity than an impairment. The horse noticed the world spinning counterclockwise, Oliver figured, and simply compensated by spinning the other direction. Fair enough. Surely the globe’s spin accelerates toward annihilation. Why not try going the other way?
Atop the revolving horse Oliver took it all in—his place and everything falling apart between its fences. He spun toward the glowing runways of Holloman Air Force Base and its cargo planes of boys headed for Vietnam and spun toward the Organ Mountains and the glow of the missile range headquarters there, its labs of engineers dreaming up rockets headed for Vietnam or the moon, spun more toward the dim haze of El Paso and Juárez, spun toward floodlights of a checkpoint hassling folks coming up from the border, spun to the Monument where streamed endless headlights of Yankee families in station wagons leaving whole picnics of trash on the dunes as they hemmed and hawed over how beautifully desolate this place looked, spun finally again to the old monkey farm and the light of its radio tower flickering on for the night.
He’d told Izzy the monkey light was a nuisance and didn’t care to unpack the situation much beyond that. But of course it wasn’t just the light. NASA had shown up with those test monkeys right as his daddy really started to lose it. And NASA had got the army geared up to take yet more land again. Even with the monkeys gone now—the facility decommissioned and dressed up like a frontier town—the light taunted him still, flashing over pretty boys getting rich pretending to cowboy when he couldn’t hardly make a buck actually ranching. Despite calls and letters and visits to various official meetings of the town council and military brass and Hollywood suits, the monkey light stayed bright as the day it went up, just one fairly minor flare in the whole angry blaze of modern America rising around him, but Oliver felt the throb of its particular luminescence deep in the marrow of his discontent. Nowadays riding fence felt like it was less about keeping track of his dwindling herd and more about keeping everyone and everything else out. The fence line got shorter and stronger and he ventured out less. He was besieged by all things on all sides. And now the cult kid. What was it about her eyes? They were the strangest green, like translucent jade. It was the color of those weird stones he would find on the outer range, sand melted and fused inside the fireball of the atom bomb blast. Trinitite, they called it. Her eyes were like that. Goddamn. He put Sorry to a trot toward home. He was done getting pushed around and keeping quiet about whatever fell to his ranch, or exploded on his ranch, or got took from his ranch. He settled it in his mind then. Can’t let nothin ruin the child no more. Whatever she is, she’s our line in the sand.



THREE
SHE CARRIED THE GALAXY to the window in the kitchen and sat listening for God. The porch and the barn and the cutting room too, listening for God. Mornings and Oliver gave her free rein to wander the ranch with the Galaxy, exploring further from the house the more her leg healed, listening with her little ear right up to the Galaxy, listening all day for God. Sometimes she lay down in the pasture with the Galaxy for a pillow, like trying to sink her whole head into it. What would God tell this child? Oliver did chores where he could keep watch over her, or keep her in earshot, in case the Galaxy did come on. He jotted marks in a pocket notebook he kept for breaking horses. It was full of careful notations about weight and teeth and foot control, peculiarities of colts learning to take the bit, annotations on the stubbornness of mustangs he’d brought in over the years to save from getting auctioned off by the army to glue factories. He made little notes about Izzy’s leg and other notes when she talked scripture—He hangeth the earth upon nothing. When Maude got home from work at the hospital, she kept an eye on the child while Oliver thumbed an old Bible looking for what Izzy had said. When he found the girl’s words, he wrote down the numbers of chapter and verse. Here and there he asked about the light in her eyes. She would squint and put her hands up to cover them and after a pause she said always, Still light. He would note the date and write, Still light.
At night when they thought Izzy might be asleep finally in Jackson’s room where they’d situated her, Maude would whisper what she’d heard in El Paso about the cult at La Luz, all the rumors that they were hoarders and thieves and grotesque necromancers, that their denim was leather from human skin, that they awaited the arrival of divine chariots, machines from heaven, aliens who were angels and vice versa. Oliver mulled these things in anxious dreams of half sleep and in the morning he made notes on the gibberish of nightmares, that there were frequencies on which one might hear the echo of a wing in a time machine, fluttering: the angels coming. That the brains of these folk were bundles of antennae receiving scrambled broadcasts of other planets’ penultimate sermons of distress. That they were high on drugs from NASA. That they were all hollow inside, or full of dense nothingness like dead stars. Oliver didn’t bother sorting dream from rumor, or truth from either. He’d sit at the table with his coffee and doodle in his notebook while reading headlines about a Krishna cult drugging the youth of San Francisco, an orbiter photographing landing sites on the moon even as burnt astronauts were laid to rest, and the heavyweight champion of the world in thrall to a prophet preaching alien spaceships sculpted the Rocky Mountains. Reality had got stuck between rumor and dream too. Oliver studied his notes. Maybe you could break the whole world like a horse, but what for?
—
The Jeep came at a slow pace through the gate of the Gently place. The passenger door read ARMY above a big white star. Maude closed the curtains.
You oughta stay put, she told Izzy. We aint hidin but we aint advertisin neither.
Ye shall not shout until the day I bid you shout, said Izzy; then shall ye shout.
That’s the idea.
Maude met the Jeep in the road, leaned in the driver’s window. Major Laws, she said, why are you stirrin up my road?
In the most technical sense, Maude, my rank is Command Sergeant Major. But I do keep asking you to just call me Bill.
I’d rather not call you anything, if it’s all the same. You don’t ever come just for tea or beans. Yall about to shoot a missile over my head?
No ma’am. Nothing scheduled today.
They both looked up anyway. The sky was empty. Blue. What was the word? Cerulean. Maude hated the word, how it made the sky sound so awful patriarchal. But that was the color of it most days.
How’s your boy, Maude?
He’s at war. Yall won’t call it that but his letters do give that impression.
In country?
Aint that a surprise. Got the youngest in the worst spots. It’s sacrificial. Or something else primitive.
He’ll be a fine soldier, Maude. And I do pray for him. And you, of course. How about Oliver?
I’m afraid he’s beyond prayer.
I mean, might I speak with him?
If you want to go lookin, be my guest. Just keep from stirrin dirt all around my house.
Laws tipped his cap to Maude and drove out over the playa. On the southern side of the smaller butte he found Oliver hauling a wheelbarrow of rocks into the old barracks.
I got a problem, said Oliver, which is all these holes youngsters might fall in, holes that might swallow up cows seekin shade. My father spent five of his last good years diggin holes, these exact holes, tryin to get under this butte so he could have himself a bomb shelter. Only this ground aint all that forgivin. Hard as rock plus soft as sand. Nothin between. But that old fool wasted years diggin anyway.
It’s a sensible thing, said Laws, having a bomb shelter.
Havin to have a bomb shelter is the opposite of sensible. All that worry over Soviet bombs and the only people ever dropped anything on my family is yall.
I’m your friend, Gently. Your safety, the safety of Maude, is one reason I’m here.
But it aint any real bomb shelter, Laws. See? It’s half-assed holes. It’s just more problems.
I’m here as a courtesy because you haven’t answered any of our letters.
I don’t correspond with junk mail.
I’m here telling you then. Your grazing lease along Highway 70 will not be renewed. And I can’t say the exact timeline, but … well, they’re maneuvering to terminate it early too. Looking for any reason. Every other rancher in the county is taking this deal.
We aint movin.
That Apollo fire … this whole NASA situation … it’s changed things. They want to expand the test facility over from the other side of the San Andres Mountains. They’re dead set on this moonshot. And the army’s dead set on this Pershing missile. And, well, everybody just needs more space.
More space?
Congress aims to pump five million into making these NASA tests work. Now, that’s good for us, but … well, it’s good for you too. You could run cattle on this desert your whole life and not make money like this.
Can’t sell a rancher horseshit, Laws.
If you’re holding out for a payday, this is it.
What am I gonna do with moon money?
Evolve.
Why don’t yall snatch up that damn movie ranch growin like cancer at the old monkey farm? It’s prime acreage for blowin up.
The army does own that. And they’ll stop leasing it when they’re ready to use it again. Same as with your grazing range.
Aint the same.
Maybe your lawyers can get ahead of things this go-round. Buy you some time.
No lawyers. Can’t afford time.
Then read the letters, Gently. They’re making fair offers. It’s not my decision what happens if you don’t take it.
Aint ever a decision. It’s always some divine edict fallen from the sky to fuck me right down to nothin. Oliver yanked rocks from the hole, then threw them back in, hoping for an arrangement that sealed. The collisions echoed. He went on yelling, Can’t run cattle with no land save my goddamn porch. Can’t do it under constant missile tests. Can’t do it with Jackson off in Vietnam. Property tax inflated. Water rights always a fight. Astronauts blown up.
The rocks bounced and rolled from the holes.
You forgot to say about the cults creeping around, said Laws.
I didn’t forget the fuckin cults. The pistons in Oliver’s heart labored mightily.
Just take the money. So your boy can have something when the war ends.
Oliver spit.
In the meantime, said Laws, we’re testing the Pershing missile. Air defense. They’ll be incoming in March and then again through summer. You know the drill. I won’t insult you by sending out any private for you to browbeat when he says to evacuate. But I’ve brought the test schedule. You take your wife to town on those days. Tenants too. That’s the law.
So yall can lock me out?
This is separate.
Aint nothin separate.
Laws held out the test schedule.
Missiles I understand, said Oliver. Forever war. The moon, fuck it, let’s go. But I got questions about this cult. You know who was fooling around with that body? Yall’s army doctor was over there. Or whatever he is. Big boy with the dumb bolo tie.
Maybe so.
Jolly.
I don’t know the doctor much. I do missiles. His field is psychiatry.
You know that girl was pregnant?
What girl?
The damn girl they was resurrectin. Shit almighty, Major.
If you want trouble, well, Doctor Jolly was asking about you too.
What’d he say?
He asked if you had kids. I don’t know. He was asking after Jackson, I guess. And I guess some MPs had a report about a girl wandering around here.
There’s always kids around here. I got tenants. Who yall fixin to displace, by the way.
I don’t care if you got a whole children’s choir in your barn. Your problem is this schedule of missile tests and those notices about your lease which, if you have any sense, you’ll dig out from the trash.
Laws shoved the schedule into Oliver’s chest and left.
Near the barracks the Gentlys had a little cemetery, a family plot between the buttes. For years Oliver had tried to keep the graves covered in white sand, give some respectable look other than just plain dirt. But the wind. Such wind. Oliver walked to the cemetery and swept what gypsum he could back toward the headstones for Maude’s folks and the headstones for his own folks plus a little grave with no marker at all. He pushed himself up using his daddy’s headstone but as he leaned there, the stone broke.
His daddy had always collapsed at the dinner table after a long day riding range. But then whiskey and beans and he’d get that second wind while ranting on atom bombs. Oliver had been off at war when that first one was tested, when it shook the Gently place and lit up the sky an hour north at Trinity. His daddy had never quite got over that, the fact of annihilation like that, harnessed and let loose just up the road a stretch. He could believe anything then, any story, actual and rumored, about the nefarious goings-on among warmongers. In his later years, after Momma died, he’d list them all at dinner, every threat to home and country, then he’d muster strength enough to go off with his lantern and pickax and all manner of shovels, often dragging Oliver along to toil in rocky dirt. When the old man keeled over from a heart attack, it was cigars and whiskey and bloody steaks but mostly it was the dumb struggle of trying to burrow under a desert butte to hide from a mushroom cloud that was born and bred and, his daddy was convinced to the last breath, bound to return again, one way or another, to the Gently place.
Oliver picked up the pieces of his daddy’s headstone. He loaded them into the wheelbarrow and took them back to the barracks, then tossed them into the holes. That was that. The end of the bomb shelter. Surviving ought not be all cowering.
When he got back to the house Izzy said, I’ve seen that star before.
She meant the one painted on the army Jeep and Oliver said, Yes ma’am. I bet you have. That star means time is runnin out.
Izzy said a helicopter with that star came down to the farm at La Luz the day before the raid on the mountain. It was a sky machine from heaven, said Izzy. Brother Heel called it a false sign.
—
Truth is she worries me some, said Oliver. He and Rochas trailed a springing heifer calving out. Izzy lingered near the barn, limped around the pasture as Maude fixed a pen with straw and water.
Because she eats dandelions? said Rochas. That’s a trait of poor folks more than martians. Stranger, maybe, that your dandelions flower in winter. Your land is what’s mixed up.
Izzy kneeled to pinch a plant at the dust, pull it up tenderly, long roots intact. The red tint of her hands was fading though she still wouldn’t wear anything but the cult denims. She pulled leaves from the dandelion’s stalk, put them in a pocket of her coveralls. She chewed the roots. Seed heads dispersed around her face, feathery pods floating off on the wind as she crouched to forage more.
Oliver looked at the heifer then yonder to Izzy and back again. He took out his notebook and wrote, Chews weeds. The heifer was off from the herd, lying down and getting up and lying down again, hunting for the right dirt to birth in.
I’ve been thinkin about her red hands, said Rochas. My tia worked out there, at the old pottery factory in La Luz. Her hands would get that way. Red. I bet they had the girl digging in it.
Diggin for what?
There’s your mystery.
Well. I been thinkin on those camels. Ever since I saw that Doc Jolly.
No se, hombre.
At the county fair. Back in ’59. My boy Jackson won a ribbon for showin a Hereford hog. They had those camels there. Remember that? The last few of a feral herd. Left over from the Civil War. Had them sad camels like on exhibition.
’59 I was dynamiting. Chino Mine. This calf coming?
Maybe so.
The camels …
Anyways, yeah. The camels. I don’t know. I got a feelin, Rochas. I think the army’s lookin for this girl. I saw her mother dead. And what all they done to her. She was pregnant too. Which the papers don’t say. She was all cut open. Never seen somethin so terrible.
The crazies cut open the mother?
The big crazies, I’m sayin. The government. That spook of a pale bull who’s some kinda shrink but he’s in there like a regular doctor, up to his elbows doin the autopsy.
And the other crazies? The cult crazies?
They had her preserved, or the like. Read the papers, Rochas. We’re talkin about a damn mummy for spaceships. And then the child says this Brother Heel is dead. Killed in the raid. Which also don’t square with what the papers say. The sheriff says he’s missin and … I don’t know. I just don’t.
Oliver let Sorry stamp the ground some.
The more you know, the more you don’t want to know, said Rochas.
They trailed the heifer farther. Oliver rubbed his eyes. Anyway, said Oliver, according to the child … what she says … the army was out there. On that La Luz farm. Came with a helicopter. Mixed up in it someway. Which I suspected. And I aint even told you about her eyes.
What’s Maude say?
I aint laid it all out like that. She’ll say I gone paranoid.
When el río sueña, agua lleva.
Meanin I have gone paranoid or not?
The heifer slowed and backtracked and warned the horses off and backtracked again. They pulled up to give her space.
Rochas said, Gonna be a long haul carrying that calf back.
It’ll get messy if she don’t choose her own spot. Comin out tail first. Or head twisted.
So you do have superstitions.
I’d sooner carry it a mile to the barn than spend an hour up to my elbows twistin and prayin.
Oliver let Sorry spin. In the distance, Izzy and Maude walked to the house, the child pausing here and there for dandelions. Oliver scratched in his notebook. Rochas fiddled with his knife. And then it was dusk. Across the highway, the monkey light switched on, swept over dunes, white sands glowing in its beam.
Nobody untangles all the evil of the world, said Rochas. You do one good thing, that’s all.
The heifer lay down with some finality. They stayed back but got down and set their horses to graze what grass there was and they bundled up and sat to wait and see.
Your daddy got the paranoia.
I know.
It didn’t kill him.
Didn’t help, anyway.
They sat for an hour and then another pacing as the heifer pushed out her water bag. A nose and front hooves emerged. Oliver got hold of a hoof and tugged. Out followed the rest of the calf but it fell to the ground in a lifeless lump. Rochas pulled it to his lap, wiped the nostrils clean. With a handful of grass, Oliver tickled the new skin there until finally the calf snorted and breathed and then there it was in the actual world on all fours, wobbling. Rochas lifted it to Oliver who held the calf across his saddle as they rode back to the barn, the cow following stubbornly but unsteadily after her fresh and steaming offspring. They said nothing about nothing as they rode. Then more silence except for the calf mewing as they settled mother and child into the pen Maude had readied, nestling them, urging the mother to lick and the child to suck and then it was late and dark. Rochas gathered up his old saddlebags black with blast powder from decades at the mine. He held up his hands mangled from the same.
She didn’t need us one bit, said Rochas.
Then he left Oliver there in the barn waiting on afterbirth with nothing to do but think again of those old camels.
—
They circled each other incuriously as they sized up the little corral. September ’59. Otero County Fair. They pissed and their urine was like syrup. Around the fence gathered crowds clutching corn dogs and cotton candy and, though there hung on the gate a small sign—SCIENTIFIC EXHIBITION: NO WAGERING—a man openly collected cash in his Stetson.
A veterinarian climbed into the corral wielding a big syringe. Over the loudspeaker someone narrated the history of the American desert camel, how it’d been brought from Africa by the rebels to win the Civil War in the West. But the camels failed. And the rebels failed. These were the last of that sad, feral species. A kid from ROTC recited the Pledge of Allegiance. The Star-Spangled Banner crackled. From the Loop-O-Plane beyond the midway came regular intervals of prepubescent screams. The vet injected one camel without incident. The other two resisted but not enough. He plunged the stuff into their blood.
Oliver’s son made his way to the Flying Cage, a swing that could do a whole loop if you rocked it good. Jackson was too big for rides, he claimed. He was twelve and practically a teenager, which is practically an adult already. But he also claimed that the Flying Cage—aka the Joy Swing—was more of an exercise than a ride. Heaving toward zero gravity, training for spaceflight. Oliver stood in line with Jackson while a girl threw her body back and forth inside the cage. The steel swing barely swayed.
The crowd mumbled about the shitty camel exhibition as fairgoers wandered over from the 4-H Pie and Cake Contest or wandered off to the Pygmy Goat Show. Those whose cash was in the Stetson staked permanent claims at the pen by lodging bootheels on the bottom rail while leaning over the top and spitting. What kinda scam, they said. We expect interest on them loans to yer hat.
And then the camels lit up, eyes bugged. Their pupils were magnets of opposite poles, like trying to see through to the core of each other. A spinning triad connected at the peepers. Murmurs from the crowd—what-in-the-hell and good-for-nothin and gimme-my-money-back. The camels’ lips curled open. Their mouths were cavernous, just a few buckteeth guarding the entrance. They nipped curiously on each other’s faces. Their tongues spilled out, dripped green bile. Cheers as the camels took to biting each other. Their necks stretched and twisted. Their heads fully reared up.
From the crochet exhibits, people rushed to see. And from the midway games. The line for the Joy Swing cleared out just as Jackson climbed in.
The beasts lunged—buckteeth fully cocked—at each other’s ankles. The ground shook as they fell. They were down and wrestling in the dirt, kicking in all directions. They used their necks to scramble upright and when their heads whipped, spurts of their blood crossed in the air, thick streams smacked and wrapped around one another, puddled in the sand.
More men threw money at the Stetson. Down the midway the bumper cars stopped cold as the carnies came to gawk and generally the exhibition realized its raucous aim for a whole minute or more until suddenly the camels just plain quit. Each was bloodied but none near vanquished or even seriously maimed. The camels lined up, raised their eyes to the sky.
Strange show, said the crowd.
And then the camels sang. Gurgling, guttural, ugly—nothing like the braying of horses.
Oliver stood at the exhibition’s periphery, one eye on his boy in the Joy Swing. The swing went one way near to vertical, and the other way near to vertical, but no matter how much Jackson threw his body back and forth, he could not quite get the swing to turn a full loop. Is it that a mind can, in extreme times, pull memories and notions from years ago, or is it that a mind can, in extreme times, throw notions years forward? Oliver remembered having a sense of watching himself as he stood there watching his son swing while the camels sang. He was with the cow and calf in the barn, replaying this memory, and it made him shiver. Even the calf mewed.
Later no one could agree if they kicked through the gate or if the gate got pulled down in the panic but it seemed clear the camels made a coordinated effort and rushed the gate. One man reached down to pick up a child but caught a hoof to the face, exploding his nose. He dropped the child and ran screaming and the child screamed too as a camel trampled him. From the corral and through the rodeo arena the camels charged, scattering crowds as they kept on to the pig show where the floor was covered in mulch and mud and they stomped around, stirring up Chester Whites and Yorkshires and Spotted Swine until they too escaped, pigs running wild around the camels, their notched ears thrown back, snouts high and oinking mercilessly. To the exhibitors’ hall, the pigs led the way. They stomped through political booths, pamphlets and buttons of glossy slogans flung into the air. Camels wild among the swine, all hard-charging townspeople to the edge of their fair. Onward through the yarn barn where the skein, spun for years by Mrs. Lindley, unwound and streamed in their wake. Through the rock polishers and sand paintings. The gem show. The druid selling wands of ram’s horn. Through the knife and gun exhibit—and here, the tables turned. Now a rush to kill the camels, a dozen cowboys, deputies, mothers with sidearms pulled from purses and rifles retrieved from truck racks or trailers, guns and knives all taken from display tables in the hall. This impromptu militia yelled for everyone and each other to get the hell out of the way and, for God’s sake, spare the prize hogs. Some took shots at the camels but most fired skyward to scare them into any corner at all. Back on the midway the swine scattered as the camels hit their top speeds racing toward the rides: the Flying Cars, the Sky Wheel, the Wave Swinger. One camel stopped under the Zipper and stood like waiting in line but too close and when the rusty carriage came around again—thud—the camel was reduced to airborne gore, the steel carriage smashed in. The kids inside were covered in blood but alive and screaming. Another camel got cornered at the Gravitron and was riddled with more bullets than were ever counted. The final camel made it to the Joy Swing. Oliver’s son had left the ride’s gate open. The camel climbed in there and stayed, gently swaying. It had this look on its face, recognizable even in the photograph of the moment on the front page of the next day’s newspaper—in the slightly bloody and lumpy mug of that camel was wonder, bucktoothed awe. Not even the trigger-happiest redneck could murder euphoria straight in the face, so the camel stayed for some time swaying, singing in the carnival’s Joy Swing.
Then comes our pale bull. Doc Jolly had a little medical bag and a clipboard and a camera around his neck. This was the first time Oliver saw him. The Army shrink built like a tank. Jolly approached the swinging camel slowly then pulled out a tranquilizer gun and fired. Other soldiers rushed in and yanked the wobbly animal from the swing and led it away. Doc Jolly stalked the midway bagging pieces of dead camel for examination. Others took to the Zipper with trowels, scraping camel from its cockpit.
The next day Doc Jolly was on the front page of The Alamogordo Daily News—in those suspenders and that bolo tie—his big head in a small box next to a picture of the camel in the Joy Swing, euphoric. The headline above the fold: CAMELS MAKE MAYHEM AT FAIR, INJECTED WITH EXPERIMENTAL MIND-CONTROL DRUG.



FOUR
THEY TRUDGED TOWARD the cow tank, the butte boys and their folks and the Gentlys with Izzy trailing. Dusty wore his father’s white T-shirt. It hung to his knees, had dark stains at the pits—a sorry excuse for a baptismal gown but then the cow tank was a sorry excuse for a baptismal pool, grimy and, this time of year, cold. The other boys ribbed him about his pretty dress while Dusty complained. I already been baptized, he said.
Izzy was meeting the tenant families for the first time after weeks of watching from the house, nursing her bit leg, as the butte boys ran wild on the ranch every day after school. Now the boys looked back at her, filling their eyes full of her like trying to record the last appearance of a species near extinction, or the first of a heretofore undiscovered one.
Oliver had said little to his tenants about Izzy except to imply she was a distant relation in need of shelter. He and Maude had agreed the best thing was to hide Izzy in plain sight, act like there was nothing to hide, which maybe there wasn’t—for all the uproar about the cult around town, nobody had come banging on their door yet. Not the newspapers. Not the police. Not Doc Jolly. Oliver didn’t know when it would happen, but he knew the longer it took, the bigger it would blow up in his face.
Izzy jogged close, Galaxy in tow. Why’s he gotta get baptized so much? said Izzy.
Well, his mother is Catholic, said Oliver. So they sprinkled him some at birth. But now his daddy’s got a new wife who aint Catholic. And what she is, well, they believe you can’t really have your sins washed till you’re old enough to know what it means.
Give me here John Baptist’s head in a charger, said Izzy.
Shoulda known you had scripture for it.
And his head was brought in on a charger, and given to the damsel.
We’re focused on the dunkin more than any beheadin, kiddo.
What does it mean?
Beheadin?
You said he’s got to be old enough to know what it means.
All them scriptures in your brain and you don’t get baptism?
I know the story, said Izzy. I didn’t know people still do the story.
Oliver had assumed baptism was part of the deal at the farm in La Luz. Like they were all regular Christians, plus something extra about spaceships. He watched the child walk, gauging if in her gait was any suggestion she’d been reared on the drugs of Doc Jolly.
It is mainly stories, said Oliver, if you’re just lookin at the stories. But then you got everything other than the stories.
If you got the stories, why would you do the stories?
If it were logical they’d just give you one good rinse before shovin you to the cremation oven. But how it’s done now … I dunno … it’s symbolism.
What’s symbolism?
Somethin aint real but it means somethin anyway.
Oliver’s tenants were within earshot so he didn’t add that the symbolism of this particular moment was complex, was about Dusty coming of age, was about a new wife washing her family clean of the last wife, and was also somehow about Izzy. He saw how the boys looked at Izzy and how their parents looked at them looking at Izzy and he wondered if he wasn’t participating in something akin to exorcism by proxy. There is a devil child in our midst. Get ye to the cow tank, our protector of souls.
Oliver was no older than Dusty when he had got dunked for absolution in this very tank. His granddaddy waded in and cleared out just enough scum, held Oliver under a touch too long, a bit of transcendent gravitas for the youngster. Oliver remembered the feeling of it like a funeral more than a birth. But what happens at birth? That’s a thing full of pain and screaming too. Death’s only a change if you come about it gently.
He took his hat off. Maybe two dozen of us have been baptized in this tank, said Oliver. And some claim, well, all the sins in here, the cattle lap-pin at ’em, that all accounts for our beef’s unique flavor.
It was a good joke though nobody laughed. Izzy stuck her hand in the water, twirled a finger in the topscum.
Dusty stepped up and said, Let’s get it over with again. He climbed in and his baptismal T-shirt went brown. He shivered. Oliver rolled up his pant legs even though he knew he’d be in the muck of the cold holy water up to his waist. He took off his boots and his watch and handed it with his knife over to Maude. He waded in after Dusty. What else was he supposed to recite? Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, which is this missile range? He couldn’t conjure scripture like the child. Suddenly he was jealous of her, that she had all those words, whether they meant something or not.
Dusty, would you say you’re Christian?
Yessir, Mr. Gently. Of course I say that. My new momma is standin right there.
Alright. Do you think you’ll keep on bein Christian?
Yessir. Seems to be how to keep from gettin swatted.
Alright. In the name of our savior … and … by the power vested in me by this … by these twin buttes of my ranch … well, here we go …
Dusty held his nose. He hopped before going under, got not immersed so much as backflopped, even dragged Oliver down to a knee so he got wet up to his chest. Oliver stood and yanked the boy to his feet as roughly as he could without it appearing too much like vengeance. Dusty’s new momma sobbed joyfully. Maude started the hymn: This world is not my home, I’m just a-passin through!
Dusty climbed out of the cow tank and pulled off the shirt and shook like a dog. Maude handed Oliver a towel as he stepped out and hopped to get his feet warm and dry enough to shove back into his boots.
They sang: If heaven’s not my home, then Lord what will I do!
Izzy peered into the tank trying to see its deep parts. And then she quietly climbed in. She waded to the middle where Oliver had stood. She lay out on her back, floated.
The singing trailed off. They stared at Izzy.
She aint Christian, said Luis.
Oh, she just wants to cool off some, said Dusty. Feels fine if you askin me.
You’ll get gangrene in that leg, said Maude.
Come here, said Oliver. Why you gotta go and do that?
She was stretched out atop the scum, her long hair floated behind her, her denims soaked through, the Galaxy there on her chest. She spun slowly one way and then the other, like the needle in a broke compass, or a fine compass in a broken place. She sang: The angels beckon me from heaven’s open door.
Oliver leaned into the tank, reached to pull her out by the sneaker but stopped short because, well, there it was, from her closed eyes it came—a kind of unraveling slow in streams from under the lids, through the lashes, not unraveling, maybe snaking, like a time-lapse of so many seeds sprouting, the light from her eyes came.
Oliver shook his head and when he focused again on Izzy, her eyes were open, the light no longer visible. She stood in the tank and said, I’m scared. Oliver looked to Maude and the tenants and their kids but he knew they hadn’t seen it, whatever it was, knew there was nothing to see except him losing his mind. He grabbed Izzy and lifted her out of the cow tank.
Aint nobody scared of nothin, said Oliver to the butte boys huddled around staring as Maude wiped scum from Izzy’s leg. Get on back to the house. There’s tamales up there. Get on. Oliver wrapped his towel around Izzy. Her Galaxy dripped. He pulled his notebook from his shirt pocket but it was too soaked to write in, so he cussed and shoved it back in.
—
They were on the sofa as the butte boys plowed through seconds and thirds in the kitchen. Maude sat upright on the stiff cushions. At the other end, Izzy tried to scrub the baptism out of her wound. She leaned on the sofa’s arm. The labor of ranching, the tools of life on the range from a generation past, had crept into the decor of the Gently place. A stool made from a steel milk can. Part of an old plow hung in the kitchen, now a rack for pots. Doorstops and coatracks and drawer pulls of worn horseshoes. Maybe they were wrangling ghosts, Maude thought, trying, before it disappeared altogether, to bring the ranch inside. Shelves from fence posts, a table from the old barn door, so many skulls of steer hanging around. And Izzy leaning there on the wagon wheel that was an arm for the sofa. What kind of ghost was she? Maude got a feeling in her chest like a rubber band pulling at her eyeballs.
After Jackson, they’d been unable to have more children. For several years there had been what Oliver called vigorous attempts. Silly until it was stupid. He would roll off Maude and stand by the bed as he wiped sweat from his chest saying, That was a vigorous attempt. Guess we oughta get buildin on a new rockin crib.
Maude had her shifts at the hospital. She practically ran the place, the way she was never flustered, her charm. God knows she did plenty of ranching too, right alongside the boys. Still, she had a feeling like a huge hole that her family had fallen into, even when her husband and son were right there. She’d never even wanted all that many babies until it was clear they wouldn’t come. She’d never been lonely until she had a little family of her own and then the family didn’t quite feel like enough. It was 1959 and she told Oliver she’d like to rent a room in El Paso so as not to have to drive ninety minutes back to the ranch after twelve-hour shifts on consecutive days. He said, Sure. No part of her wanted him to say no and she would not have listened if he had said no.
She threw herself into her career, as they say. She stayed a whole week sometimes, phoning every evening if only to tell Jackson a story. Days were long mostly but if ever there were slow ones she would go to the new museum to look at paintings from the Renaissance. Everyone was both human and supernatural, the way they painted light. It could be a lowly shepherd or Madonna on the moon, and Maude would marvel at it until closing time. Some nights there were dinners with other nurses and dancing and eventually a doctor buying her wine which she never bought for herself. There was nothing terrible in her marriage. When she came home to Oliver and Jackson she almost never thought of the doctor and sometimes when she returned to the hospital she was surprised to see the doctor there, as if she couldn’t remember that he was real or that she’d ever felt anything for him at all.
There is, on occasion, in one’s middle age, an unaccountable grief that takes hold, grief for a life you don’t have and maybe never even imagined but now the grief, paradoxically, animates that other life, the one that might have been yours, a life of slightly more ease, slightly less heartache, some glamour, sure, but mostly just less struggle, less war and death, perhaps. There is no ill will toward the life you do have but there is an urge to poke at it, to see if it has maybe been waiting to get just slightly agitated so that it might transform into a better life—not mansions or yachts, for Christ’s sake, but maybe three bedrooms and water not from a salty well, and a vacation once in a while. This is why Maude accepted the doctor’s invitations to drink and dance. Her unaccountable grief dissipated for a time during the affair, and for the rest of her life she would find herself able to isolate those months from what happened later, and long for them. You can be both happy and unsettled, both settled and yearning, both in love and unfaithful, for a time. She got pregnant. She gave up the room in El Paso and told the doctor very clearly that he was never to speak to her again and he did not because she soon began to show. And so then Maude began with Oliver preparations for another child, nearly thirteen years after their first.
There is very little giving involved in forgiveness. If you have been wronged there is nothing you can do to change the soul of the one who wronged you. Maude would say this to Jackson when a school friend made fun of his homemade clothes: It should be called forself, because when you forgive you make your own life easier, not theirs. Say it, son: forself.
Forself, said Jackson.
For her whole pregnancy, that second time around, Oliver doted in the strangest way, with such enthusiasm that Maude felt guilty and felt also that her guilt was probably Oliver’s aim. When they brought home a baby girl, a few weeks earlier than expected, she lay in a new crib with new sheets in their bedroom that had been freshly painted. But within days of bringing home the newborn—Grace, they’d named her, for she was a sign from God, everyone said she must be a sign from God after thirteen long years—Grace began to cough. In a week, Grace was dead. Maude was in there holding the still child that morning. Oliver came to where his wife bawled and when he knew for sure the baby girl was gone, that God had taken her back, just like that, he said to his wife, God knows. And we’ve been punished.
Two days later the newborn was buried under white sand on the ranch, between the twin buttes, in the tiniest coffin Oliver could make of wood from the crib he’d built only weeks before. There was no headstone and the grains of gypsum would scatter by week’s end. Such wind. That night in bed after the funeral Oliver cried and said, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. My heart was hard to her the whole time. Maude, it is all my fault. I’m sorry. And Maude held his hand and whispered, Forself, forself—until his breathing slowed and they both fell asleep.
Izzy leaned against the wagon wheel sofa bandaging her wound. She stopped to check with Maude: Like this?
Loosen it and scrub again. Until it hurts, said Maude. She dabbed more alcohol on a cloth. If you wrap it up dirty, the pain will never go away.



FIVE
OLIVER BREATHED DEEP intending to discover something about the place by its smell but his mouth was doing all the intake leaving little for his nose. He huffed fairly hard, not from the walk to the store, but just from being in it. A mouth breather in a bookstore.
He’d not gone to the library because Maude was friendly with the librarians, who themselves were acquainted with everyone else in town, at least all those who read books, and those were the folks most prone to gossip. If he wandered the library hunting books on cults and mind control, word would spread through town that he was deep into some nefarious thing and, worse, word would get back to his wife who would know he was guilty only of disobeying her direct order.
Leave her head alone, Maude had said when the baptism ruined his notebook. She’s no horse to break. But he’d never read a book about breaking horses so already this visit to the bookstore was a more humane approach.
He stood in the entryway of Bajada Books where one cat necked on his boot while another sat snobbishly near the register. A young woman glanced up over her glasses just long enough to nod hello, then went back to scribbling in her ledger.
Oliver had no clue which way to head, knew neither the general layout of bookstores nor the category of the child’s problem—history, science fiction, self-help, horror … every shelf in the store seemed to apply, plus ten more he couldn’t think of—so he kneeled to pet the cat as cover for his confusion.
Magazines are against the back wall, said the bookseller.
Ma’am?
Usually after nudey mags, folks stuck nervously rubbing the cat.
I don’t read so much.
That’s their usual customer.
Actually, I’m wondering, did you hear at all about that situation in La Luz?
The bookseller buried her glasses in her hair. Are you from here?
I got the Twin Buttes Ranch. By the Monument.
Gently?
Yes ma’am.
I know your boy. He read a lot. I bet he writes good letters.
The bookseller came out from behind the counter. All I know about La Luz, she said, is that poor woman laid out there … dead … for how long?
Strange.
There’s a lot of that though. The way the world is. It’s certain to get stranger the more everything happens like it does, with no sense.
But maybe a person could come back from it, even if all the rest kept getting strange.
Are you looking for a book?
I just mean, said Oliver, if somebody’s mind got controlled, like with drugs …
I don’t think that’s how drugs work.
Let’s just presume, for the hell of it, that I’m lookin to un-control a mind. I mean, let’s say a child, maybe, who hasn’t had nothing but, you know, well, horseshit her whole life. Fed to her, I mean. Like a book I could read to help me understand how to clean out that horseshit for her. Out of her brain. Or anyone’s. The strangeness.
The cats jumped from the counter to the floor, made their way to the window where they took up posts as lookouts. The bookseller’s job was to sell books but really her job was to carefully read books and then quickly read people and then improvise a high form of mental alchemy that resulted in a definitive alteration of a customer’s worldview through exposure to ideas or emotions or beauty or savagery or any experience previously unknown or even fathomed by the customer before the purchase of any book she recommended. This man wanted to fix strangeness but she was primarily in the business of purveying strangeness. Any hardware store clerk can sell you the hinge you need and any mechanic can sell you the gasket or bushing you’re after. But nobody walks into a bookstore knowing exactly what they need, even if they’ve got a book in mind. She pulled her glasses down and looked at Oliver through them and then above them, trying to figure out just exactly which kind of strangeness they were dancing around. Then she put the glasses back on her head and motioned for Oliver to follow as she walked the labyrinth of shelves, a finger wagging augeringly up and down and all around the spines calling out to her.
Later, the book rested on his saddle’s horn. Oliver read as he rode—scanned, really—paused often to send skyward different grimaces of great intellectual toil. Nobody joins a cult, the book said. They just postpone the decision to leave.
The book was called Cracking Cults, an erudite tome so heavy he hardly kept it balanced as he rode. Sorry’s irregular gait didn’t help. The bookseller had actually made him buy two books, kinda forced the other one on him. It was a flimsy playscript about two friends sitting around bickering while waiting for someone who never arrives. Oliver had stuffed that one way down in the bottom of his saddlebag. This other book was hardback and maybe more trustworthy. From page one it made clear a distinction between mind control and brainwash. Mind control was like to influence someone, according to the book, using insinuation and selective information. Mind control was subtle. Thought reform was the term the book used for it. You got your usual group dynamics—peer pressure—mixed with a touch of hypnosis through ritual. The Pledge of Allegiance, the school song. Hymns, potlucks, and communion. All this stuff was meant to make your eyes spin until you didn’t think about doing it.
Brainwash, on the other hand, tended to happen under duress, along the lines of torture, like a science-fiction brain swap in order to create, maybe, an assassin out of an otherwise-innocent child. Izzy didn’t seem all that murderous but Oliver couldn’t help pondering the word brainwash about the whole of it, whatever that leader of Radio Bible Study had done to her and the others, whatever the military had done to Oliver, and whatever the war was doing to Jackson. Hell, with this new tome in mind, even training horses seemed a big brainwash. Oliver sat there on Sorry sauntering dumbly and maybe he was, after all, a guru for misfit horses. What an itchy thought. This was exactly why he didn’t make a habit of reading books. The brainwash book had him scrambled more than usual. It kept saying that for true healing you had to access the pre-cult identity. Well, there was no such thing for the child. She’d gone to La Luz as an infant, as far as they could tell. She didn’t know her own self before anything.
Oliver flipped through the pages, each opening a new can of worms. There were chapter headings for all the things a cult controlled: BEHAVIOR, THOUGHT, INFORMATION, EMOTION. There were sections on steps for reversing brainwash: BUILD RAPPORT/TRUST, COLLECT INFORMATION, PROMOTE A NEW PERSPECTIVE, VISUALIZE FUTURE HAPPINESS. It seemed brainwash and reverse-brainwash had a lot in common. The sickness was the cure.
Key to both brainwash and reverse-brainwash was the unconscious. Pretty much everything happens in the unconscious, the book said. Heart beating and lungs sucking, nerves firing and neurons blossoming. We have so little control. He pulled up on Sorry, halted on a part about psychological turmoil: depression and, in particular, a sense of betrayal linger after escaping cults and there is difficulty in decision-making. He read on about a thing called floating. His scar itched. Cult members might float back in time, in their minds, back to the cult life. They might, very suddenly, begin to think and act just as if they were their old cult selves, even if they were years removed. And the dislocation, the friction of their old brainwash flaring up in their new life, well, that might be catastrophic.
Floating. Such a darling term. Oliver closed the book and said to Sorry mournfully, Float on. And they did.
—
Izzy marched a narrow trail mazing through junk, the Galaxy bouncing there as she pushed along a little wheelbarrow with a wonky tire, filling it full of stuff—horseshoes and rusted pulleys and chair legs and a nest of barbed wire and the knotted hose of a busted FilterQueen vacuum.
The piles of junk were so high that Izzy could not see out over them and Oliver could not see in as she rummaged through everything he’d discarded. But she was there because she was nowhere else. And a little jumble of stuff was forming in the dirt at the entrance to Little Oklahoma, the name they had for the junkyard at the Gently place.
Izzy, come on out or you’ll die of lockjaw. I had a cousin with lockjaw. We mashed damn bananas through his teeth for weeks. Oliver tried to recall the lay of the path. He was particular about adding stuff to the mess of Little Oklahoma, making sure of tight fits so gusts didn’t put a hubcap or fence post through his kitchen window. But he never much considered needing to move through the junkpiles efficiently. Somewheres here, said Oliver, we got a big steel trap for mountain lions. That’ll cut you in two.
Seventy years of stuff, straight back to Granddaddy’s homestead, every bit of everything seemingly broken and useless, awaiting unlikely resurrection. All of everything that might still be something again in the future when there will always be problems galore and always no money to fix them. Little Oklahoma was an eyesore to some, but for generations of Gentlys, it was a savings account. One rainy day we will need this busted icebox. This old barn door will need to become a table. Some monster may require vanquishing with a rusty trap for mountain lions. Every few weeks Oliver dragged something over and wasted half a day arranging it in the stacks, stable-like, careful to make sure it could hold still forever, a process that betrayed his intention to never again make use of the thing.
There was the dented door from his ‘52 Ford and further into the maze was the rusty cab of his father’s ‘36 Ford, pulled from the chassis and filled now with hay and weeds and old upholstery scraps in which mice nested among tiny bones of generations of other mice who’d managed to scamper home and die whole after snakebites. Every stage in the evolution of barbed wire—sawtooth, necktie, spur, rose. Horseshoes and high chairs and tires for bikes and trucks and tractors and wheels for the same with snakes now slithering and horny toads hopping and fire ants marching through the rusty spokes. For whatever reason, there was an honest-to-god Civil War cannon. There was the kennel Jackson had welded when nursing that coyote pup who Oliver saw still in the early mornings as it drank from the east tank, not bothering the cattle one bit.
Oliver tracked Izzy clear through to the other side of the maze. She carried a baseball bat now light from dry rot. She had a few old car parts and the mangled antenna from a ham radio. She had springs and pipe ends and scraps of sheet metal.
What is it you’re trying to accomplish here, Izzy? Why don’t you go on with the butte boys, stir up some fun out there? I don’t need you makin new piles. I got my own piles here.
It’s not a pile.
Well, it aint safe.
You never fixed my radio.
You never said how it broke.
Fighting a dog that was eating me.
The brainwash book said challenging the girl would only make her more stubborn. Now here he was challenging her as he chased her. Might set her off. Floating. He envisioned her whacking a sheriff’s canine with her radio, stabbing wildly with the antenna. Everything was part of deprogramming, the book said. He should never control her access to information, as this was a cult tactic. He should never force her to say more than she liked. He needed to get on board with her thinking to understand where she was at. Aint no god in radio, he mumbled to himself about a dozen times until he got numb to the feeling of saying it. He picked up one end of the big antenna and dragged it out further from the junkyard.
He said, I guess we’re fixin your Galaxy so it’s real big? He pulled deerskin gloves from his back pocket. Izzy disappeared up to her forearm in them.
No. All this is for the landing strip, she said.
Oliver checked the sky. What’s gonna land?
Prepare ye the way of the Lord and make straight in the desert a highway for God, said Izzy.
She rummaged through her junk and explained to Oliver how maybe at the farm in La Luz they had just been in the wrong place, that it would make more sense for a spaceship to land at White Sands. After all, NASA is out there, right? From the wheelbarrow she pulled out a little twisted mess, like a plank hinged in the middle with rotted straps hanging from it. She held it up saying, What kinda weird chair is this?
The sky remained empty and unstirring. Oliver wondered whether or not it made any sense at all to tell the child about the space monkey.
—
Izzy said, Again. Oliver switched the lamp off then fumbled with the filmstrip, brought the end up from the bottom reel and rewound. He fed it back through the projector, flipped the clutch, turned the lamp back on. In the barn on the back wall of a horse stall the impromptu picture show lit up for a third time.
Oliver had only watched it once before, years ago, the day his daddy died. He’d found the film canister while looking for church denims to send with the body to the funeral home. The film flickered terribly but there were clear cuts where the camera was on and off and on again. Each of the cuts was followed by slight shifts of the animal’s bony shoulders so it was clear that even though he was bound tight, the monkey somehow controlled the camera. And then at the very end, after much jostling and smoke and static, just before going to black, his daddy’s hand came into frame.
It dawned on Oliver now that this was maybe a film of the first-ever earthling in space. He’d only ever thought of it as evidence of what had helped kill his daddy, what was coming for the whole ranch. The film was only three minutes long so Oliver had the reel running slow. Izzy was up close. The shadow of her head was on the wall, eclipsing the bottom part of the picture as she looked up at the monkey’s goggles reflecting the camera lens reflecting the monkey jostling spaceward in the rocket. What did it mean that Oliver was the only one who had seen this creature leave Earth? And now the child too.
Can he see heaven? said Izzy.
I don’t think he got that far. There wasn’t windows anyway.
He was going to the moon?
Helpin to get us ready to go, I guess. Like we are now. Tryin to anyway. You know those Apollo astronauts that died? Well, this is like that. Rocket science.
On the wall of the barn, the big slow-motion monkey grimaced, gritted against gravity.
If God sends angels in spaceships for us, why do we need our own spaceships?
Rocket science aint religion. I don’t know if any god is sendin spaceships. Isn’t he?
Could be or maybe not. I guess it’s something they told you at La Luz? I just don’t know. I doubt it though.
What if we build spaceships and fly them and we get there but God is gone? Like he came to get us but we didn’t wait.
If there is a God, he wouldn’t leave without us.
Izzy turned away from the barn wall. She got close to the projector.
That aint gonna help your eyelight leakin.
What if my eyes are like this, shooting stories out of them?
Could be. Your eyes don’t make noise like projectors though.
Izzy moved one eye into the light of the monkey story. It didn’t hurt but she felt it deep in her brain, the story playing there as the light of it ricocheted until later, whenever it was ready to leak out.
Oliver said, What’s it feel like? When the light comes out?
Coils, I guess. Like little springs. Snakes maybe.
She held her hand in front of her eye for a long time to see if any light would leak onto it. Nothing. She moved her hand into the beam from the projector’s lamp. On her palm played the monkey’s face shaking slowly in the rocket.
Your daddy killed it, said Izzy.
Yeah. I think so.
Why?
I guess he preferred waitin for God to come to him.
Izzy lowered her hand. The projector’s beam streamed again on the barn wall. She touched the machine where Oliver had, twisted the speed knob until the monkey’s face on the wall jerked slower, frame by frame toward the apex of the rocket flight, an instant of zero gravity, the moment his mouth just slightly floated into a grin. And then the projector’s lamp smoked and burned through the film. Oliver pulled the plug as there on the barn wall the monkey’s face bubbled and melted and became pure light.



SIX
THE THREE OF THEM bounced on the bench seat of the Ford toward town, and ice cream. Oliver counted days in his head trying to figure if it had been a month yet since Izzy came. They were just inside the Tastee Freez when he realized it would never be a good time to venture out among the gossiping peepers. Behind the lunch counter a television blared a local press conference where Deputy Woodson gave updates about the cult at La Luz.
Simple as pie, said Woodson. That’s the sum of all this craziness.
Uh-oh, said Maude as Woodson jabbered on about Izzy’s dead mother. The whole joint paused licking their scoops to stare at Izzy in her cult denims. Oliver wanted to lie to the child about some sudden ice cream shortage. But the brainwash book said, No lies. And anyway, they’d been spotted by Doc Jolly who sat hunched at the counter. He wasn’t in a lab coat but still wore all white, slacks and a collared shirt, still with that bolo tie. Still thick all over. Still blowing smoke from a slim cigarette he wouldn’t finish. He waved at the Gentlys. Like always now, the busted Galaxy hung from a strap across Izzy’s chest and she shifted it some, then waved back.
Do you know him? said Oliver.
No.
Oliver undid his pearlsnaps and draped his shirt over Izzy and her acid-washed coveralls. Then Maude steered the girl to a table way off from the television where maybe she wouldn’t hear the press conference. Oliver walked to the counter in his undershirt.
On the television Deputy Woodson said, Our autopsy finds the deceased female at the farm died of all-natural death reasons. Keeping a body like that is a criminal situation, but barely. As far as the scale of morality, there’s different tracks and weights and all. This is mummification, I guess. Homemade picklin is more our ballpark here. Far as I’m concerned it is perverted and un-Christian and probably satanic as far as it goes but it’s fairly short of ritual sacrifice or any other rumor-mill horror. Plus, our thinkin, which we done ten ways to Sunday, can’t figure there is anything in the laws of man or New Mexico against honest attempts at resurrection.
Tastee Freez had a mascot, a big swirl of chocolate soft serve who came in on roller skates handing out cups of sprinkles. Oliver stood beside Jolly who nudged him and gestured toward the large soft serve rolling by excrementally. Oliver grabbed a cup of sprinkles from the mascot’s tray. Jolly thanked him and put out his cigarette and hunched again over a big bowl of ice cream that he mixed around, scoops of all different flavors melting, plus sprinkles now, colors aswirl from the pale bull’s painterly spooning.
Maybe there is negligence in the wildfire too, said Woodson. But winter fire don’t burn much. Now this Mr. Heel, who these strangenesses might get pinned on, were any pinning to transpire, which on one level it has because this is our guy, and we have done our jobs, justice and all, but officially anyways it is a different story and the story is, well, we got pretty good information Mr. Heel has crossed over to Mexico.
You should have a seat, said Jolly. The ice cream is quite good. Let me buy you a scoop.
I’ll get my own scoops, thanks.
Oliver stayed standing. Jolly stirred. The rolling soft serve kneeled to pet a poodle.
Woodson went on: All these poor young folks sucked into Mr. Heel’s hucksterisms, some ran off. We’ll never know what they got to say, which, I can say, is likely not much. Kids these days. The travesty, you know? These others we’ve taken statements from, pretty sparse statements you’ll understand, spacey to say the least, which is sayin a lot. Anyways and well so they’re en route to shipment back to where they must have came from, California mostly. Now you’ll want all the pornographic details for your newspapers but there is no cannibalism or what have you. They were weirdos, do not doubt that, but all this other business gets exaggerated. But anyways these folks did say God sends aliens like angels. My own investigation suggests there are some hiccups with this way of thinkin. But I don’t need to elaborate for yall. Angels is angels and aliens aint real. Okay? That’s settled. There has been a report of a landing strip at the farm in La Luz and I’d say that’s correct. For the aliens, is my guess. Their flying saucers, which are not real. Angels got wings, accordin to my learnin. Angels probably aint gonna need flyin saucers. You can see how it’s all mixed up thataway.
The server came finally and Oliver ordered three sugar cones of vanilla. He waited for her to leave and then said to Jolly, Why don’t yall say that dead woman was pregnant?
Jolly slurped at his ice cream. And you, Mr. Gently, have you reported that on your venerable ranch you and your wife now harbor a missing child?
Aint nobody said she’s missing. What do you know about it?
I know she will not enjoy vanilla.
Oliver set his hat on the counter aggressively near Jolly’s ice cream and finally pulled up a stool and sat beside the pale bull in the bolo tie. What I can’t figure, said Oliver, is why I got the sense this girl aint safe anywhere. Like if you know where she’s come from, like you seem to know, then why are you just sittin there. And why does she tell me this Heel fella is dead, when the deputy is right there sayin otherwise.
On the television Deputy Woodson said, If you lookin at this on the one-hand point of view, these were God-fearin people. Readin scripture and all just the same like us. Called themselves a Bible study. All fine there. But of course they had those radios for hearin God talk. So that’s strange too. However, we have no other reports of God on the radio. Though we’ll keep an ear out. God could be anywhere and that’s a plain fact for us all. Roger that. Otherwise, like I said, simple as pie. The rest is just nuts. Case closed, you know? Let’s not flood the rags with horror stories about our Christian territory or our pretty little village of La Luz.
The press conference ended and the programming switched over to Cronkite giving the news. Jolly set down his spoon. It is not my job to intervene, Mr. Gently.
Intervene in what?
It seems, said Jolly, it is in everyone’s best interest if the girl does not exist.
What the hell does that mean? It for sure aint in her best interest to just … not exist.
What about your interests? You are fighting to preserve the lease on your range, are you not? Should it come out that you have indeed provided safe harbor for members of some deranged cult, then I would think, yes, the army’s case for declaring eminent domain over your ranch becomes very easy. One cannot simply destroy the livelihood of a hardworking rancher. But a criminal in cahoots with heathens?
What do you mean cahoots? Don’t talk to me about cahoots.
I do suppose you could train your cows to be in the movies.
You’re a fat sunnuvabitch, you know that?
There’s a big television production coming. Taking over the movie ranch by your place.
You’re a lonely bastard too, I bet. Eating ice cream alone like some pervert. Oliver geared up to let loose more cutting insults but Izzy ran to the counter holding hands with the skating swirl of soft serve. The tail of Oliver’s Western shirt billowed as the mascot lifted her up and set her on the stool beside Oliver. She took her cone and licked toward her vanilla scoop but her tongue missed because she was staring at all the colors Jolly had made in his bowl. Jolly slid the bowl down the counter past Oliver. It stopped in front of Izzy.
Until we meet again, said Jolly. He nodded and went out the door hardly glancing at the television where Cronkite now showed the first-ever pictures of the moon’s backside and showed pictures of a man who fell from the sky through the roof of a house and pictures of a beach where the fresh ashes of Oppenheimer were being scattered and all around everywhere the soft serve pirouetted raining sprinkles.
Izzy picked up Jolly’s spoon, stirred curiously at the colors in his bowl. You don’t have to protect me from television, she said. I know they were talking about my mother.
We just don’t know whether they’re tellin the truth, said Oliver.
Izzy tasted Jolly’s ice cream. I would have run away anyway. They quit being nice to me. They said I was the wrong messiah.
—
Oliver smacked the television and cussed the army for clogging his airwaves. He twisted the set-top antennae trying to get the ears pointed every direction at once. Cronkite was doing news on Vietnam. Jackson’s last letter had said they were on the move again but Oliver didn’t know where. By the time a decent picture materialized, the Vietnam report was over. Now on the television the president stood in front of a rocket lying on its side painted with big letters: USA.
Images today, said Cronkite, from the rocket factory in New Orleans. Michoud is the factory’s name. In the Big Easy, they don’t bother to pronounce the d. Me-shoo to the moon: these were the words on the president’s lips this afternoon. Apollo will go on despite these many setbacks in recent months. We have seen the dark side of the moon and there is no turning back.
The Saturn V rocket was massive even on the Gentlys’ little TV. The president was dwarfed by it as thousands crowded into the NASA facility at the mouth of the Mississippi. The people were dressed like for church but in a factory for spaceships.
The president said, Two young bicycle mechanics from Ohio designed and flew the first practical airplane ever to fly in the world. They put wings on man, and that was—just think—only sixty-four years ago. What a leap in less than one human lifetime! From a voyage of one hundred and twenty-five feet, to a trip to the moon. And we are soaring still. We have started a journey from which there can be, and there will be, no turning back. We thank you good people of New Orleans and Louisiana for helping to bring these miracles about.
The picture snowed up and cut out. Oliver sprang from his easy chair hollering, Goddamn, as he stormed outside to cuss more directly the radio tower at the old monkey lab.
He knows better than to swear in this house, said Maude. Anyway, he aint mad. Just scared about our boy.
Izzy followed him outside where he was pacing red-faced. Aint nobody scared of nothin, she said, trying to mimic Oliver’s gruff voice.
He laughed. That’s right. Aint scripture but it oughta be. Out over the playa the moon was a sliver off full. Let’s hunt, he said.
Hunt what?
Bugs.
From the Ford he got the shotgun. At the cutting room they filled shells with rock salt left over from curing beef scraps. Yall had guns out there? Out in La Luz?
Izzy didn’t answer but when he handed her the shotgun she was nervous to hold it. She didn’t want to let go of the Galaxy to get a better grip.
Why don’t we leave the radio here?
Naw. She swung the Galaxy behind her back, took the gun again, and held it across her body with the barrel down the way Oliver showed her.
Now don’t go pointin at nothin. Not ever. Not unless you convinced to shoot.
They went slow into the night, their eyes down scanning for scorpions. I know they glow, said Izzy.
That’s right. They got somethin in them that holds moonlight. That’s why we hunt ’em at night. Gotta have a full moon. Like all them horror stories.
I used to see them glowing at the farm.
Some things just give off light and it’s alright. Aint unnatural at all. Oliver had been thinking about how the brainwash book said to promote a new perspective. He wasn’t sure if guns were the right perspective. But it was a start.
There’s one!
Ten yards off the critter scurried. Its stinger curled and the claws pinched and the whole exoskeleton shimmered fluorescent. Izzy raised the shotgun but Oliver pushed the barrel back down. Can’t point till you ready to shoot, remember? It’s only salt shot. And they’re only bugs. But rules is rules.
I can’t shoot from here?
You can. But it’s a waste. Gotta get closer with salt shot. Close as you can.
She got right up on the scorpion and raised the barrel. Oliver wrapped her little hand around the stock wrist, guided the other to support the fore-end. He dug his fingers into her shoulder pocket to show where the butt should rest. Get your cheek on it there, he said. Don’t be shy. And get that trigger finger pointin down the barrel right where you want the shot to shoot.
How long do I wait?
If you’ve made up your mind to shoot, which I said you got to do before you ever aim, then you shoot soon as you got your sight set.
She fired and in the flash the spray of rock salt glimmered. The shot wad put a crater in the dirt. The scorpion bounced and dissipated in a mist of its own fluorescence. Izzy stumbled from the recoil but not much. Her eyes were wide. Oliver reached over to flip the safety back on.
Nice shot, he said. Now, how many scorpions you think you coulda shot out there at La Luz?
Izzy said nothing but spotted another critter, aglow and scurrying. She held her hand out for a shell which Oliver gave her and she loaded and she blasted that bug too.
Can I tell you somethin my mother taught me? said Oliver. I was in the war, you know? A couple wars ago anyway. When I left, Momma said, Anytime things get bad, just look up at that moon. I thought she might tell me somethin sappy like, I’ll be lookin at the same moon too. Like in the movies, you know? But she said, Just pretend that’s you. That moon. Kinda silly but it sure helped sometimes. When stuff got bad, I looked up there and it was, like, if I was the moon, I was further off from things. Could see better. Be less scared. And then if ever I needed to tell Momma about somethin terrible I’d saw, I just told her like it was a story of the moon. Made bad stuff like alright to share. The moon can handle it.
What happened to your mother?
I didn’t see her again after the war. She died before I could. Just got sick and died.
Izzy took a shell. Fired. Another burst of fluorescence rose up.
Anyway, said Oliver. It’s like if maybe it gets too hard for me to say my mother died. Or my daddy. I don’t guess you know this but I had a daughter once. I don’t like to talk about it none. So I say it like a fairy tale of the moon: One time the moon’s daughter died. And the moon’s still sad every day, you know? That’s okay. Sad is different than scared. The moon can be sad. See? Works on anything that hurts or feels off.
Izzy loaded another shot.
You said they made you feel wrong out at La Luz? You aint wrong here, Izzy. You can tell me anything they did to you. Anything they did to the moon, you can tell me.
Izzy fired again. One time the moon aint scared of nothin, she said.
—
The boys scrambled up the smaller butte, racing and hollering. Izzy trailed behind, taking the rocky slope slow. The missile tests had started again, one every couple of weeks now. The boys had rusty lawn chairs atop the butte, called them front-row seats to the war, whichever war it was. They stacked rocks for walls, had a ratty American flag flying from an ocotillo. They had views clear to Highway 54 where army Jeeps blocked traffic at Boles Acres, a line of cars backed up to Alamogordo. The boys passed around one pair of binoculars. People exited their cars, milled around, talked, read, pissed, talked more, smoked, even drank beer as they waited for the missile to pass over, for the road to open up again.
Where’s this one gonna explode?
I bet it hits the highway. Wouldn’t that be somethin?
It could explode our fort.
Maybe we should evacuate.
Mr. Gently aint ever evacuated. He says fuck ’em and I heard him say it too. He cusses more than you think. He’s always cussin. I know he says fuck a bunch.
The boys had occupied all the chairs by the time Izzy climbed up. She spun around to White Sands and the air base and the old monkey farm out there. She shifted the Galaxy around behind her back.
Why don’t you sit down and eat some dirt?
I don’t eat dirt, said Izzy.
We seen you do it too. Probably eats worms even!
This is an American fort and she aint American.
Who cares what she is?
’Cause she’s an alien, I care.
She’s just a girl.
The boys stared at Izzy because she was a girl and that was wild as anything.
She said, Where does the missile come from?
Utah. It’s over there. Benny pointed northwest. They all stood to look that way like they might see Utah.
They got Mormons in Utah.
Mormons worship aliens and they think heaven’s a planet with spaceships. You Mormon, Izzy? She’s Mormon, I bet.
Where’s the missile land?
It don’t land, stupid.
It explodes in the air. Then falls on the range anywhere it falls.
Why don’t you check on your radio, see if God knows where it falls. Luis grabbed at the Galaxy’s strap on Izzy’s shoulder. She shoved him back so he stumbled and fell, busted his brow on a rock. He touched the blood.
God is angry with the wicked every day, said Izzy.
Why you gotta talk like that?
Yeah, why are you fuckin creepy? Where’s your family, anyway? I heard they all left you.
A sonic boom shook the air. The chairs rattled. Benny held up the binoculars. He said, Hold on! I think I see it. But it was another minute until they could really see it. The white tail of it got longer, exhaust from rocket fuel.
Damn! It keeps comin.
It aint stoppin! It’ll come the whole way!
Oh, fuck us, we’re fucked!
The missile screamed overhead. They all threw themselves to the ground, covered their ears. The tail slowly dissipated in the sky over them.
Fucker’s headed clear to the border!
Damn. Fuck, I mean.
Goddamn.
I think we just blew up fuckin Mexico.
They lay there for several minutes, expecting maybe the whole horizon to turn mushroom cloud like on the newsreels.
Izzy twirled the Galaxy’s dial. Even if it never came on again maybe she could use it to tune the light, to get the story right before it leaked from her eyes. My mother died, she said. Aint a joke. She paused and twirled the dial the other way and said, One time the moon’s mother taught her to eat dandelions. And then the moon’s mother was dead.
The glow of the missile faded in the boys’ faces. Dead mothers were about the only thing that could be worse than wayward bombs and the boys got nervous in new ways, cowering atop the butte beside Izzy.
What the hell is she sayin now?
Demon babble sounds like to me. Didn’t I say she was a cult kid?
One time the moon’s mother was dead, said Izzy. But Brother Heel promised we’d get her back.
Are we blown up yet or what? I wanna go home now.
The boys trembled some and it emboldened Izzy. The moon’s dead mother had something we needed, she said. Brother Heel told us a spaceship of angels was coming to resurrect her. The moon went in there and put salt on her every day. Rubbed clay on her every day. The red clay of La Luz. All over the moon’s mother. A body doesn’t really feel like the moon thought, when it’s dead. Don’t really feel like skin then. They put a hole in her head. To get her brains and save them. They were in a jar. The brains of the moon’s mother. The moon dripped iodine in there. Down in the hole in the head of the moon’s mother. The moon’s hands were stained by it. And dye. The moon would dye her mother’s hair, to make it red like she liked, so she wouldn’t notice the hole in her head when she came back to life. And the moon’s hands were red because the moon’s mother was dead but coming back soon enough.
Out on the highway people finally ambled back to their cars. Traffic moved slowly but the kids kept on lying there atop the butte.
Luis said, What’d your momma have to come back to life for?
She didn’t come back, said Izzy. Everything went wrong because she didn’t come back.
You said she had somethin to come back for.
She’s lyin, anyway. Girls lie. All that moon nonsense is lies.
I did keep on coloring her hair. Bright red. I mean, the moon did. Aint a lie.
Her brains in a jar?
Why couldn’t she just stay dead? You gotta say or it’s lyin.
She don’t gotta say nothin. Especially if she’s a liar. She never touched no fuckin corpse.
The moon’s mother was having a baby, said Izzy. An angel put it in her. And so the moon didn’t matter anymore.
—
Rochas put a bootheel on the rail of the pen and leaned back as Oliver led the mare.
When does she fall? said Rochas.
Ideally she falls when I say. Aint really a stunt if it aint on cue.
I mean in the story, what causes the fall?
Hell, I don’t know, Rochas. A musket ball or a Remington or space lasers. You know how dumb movies are. All I know is them movie people pay a hundred times what they do for any normal quarter horse if you got one that can fall.
Maybe it would be easier to make stories where the horses never fall?
You can’t blame stories. Horses fall whether they’re in stories or not.
Except your horse. Which, it seems, does not fall at all.
Oliver could break a horse for chores but surely wasn’t any kind of champion whisperer. Taking the bit and safely falling from a gallop are far enough apart. His daddy had clowned sometimes at rodeos with a horse that would lie down and roll over, let him sit on its belly. That was the fluke of a silly horse more than any great feat of training. But Oliver hadn’t known how to breed buffalo, or run a petting zoo, and he’d done both of those things on the ranch, however briefly. He’d try his hand at any oddity to fill the ever-widening gaps of cash left by running cattle.
Now he was doing groundwork with a palomino mare called Awesome. He’d stack up a little hay, get the horse to halt at it, hold up her left foreleg, and reach over the saddle to the right rein and pull, backing the horse while clicking. She wouldn’t move until she did and then she’d just sort of slowly sulk groundward. It wasn’t much of a stunt. But at least she could lie down. Eventually she’d need to collapse at full gallop, like laid low by a land mine. Plus she had to do it without killing the rider. Oliver had to teach her without dying himself. Rochas was there in the event that twelve hundred pounds of horse flattened his friend, just in case there was anything he could do about it, which there wasn’t. So Rochas watched and spit and occasionally offered to retrieve his dynamite so they could all learn to fall a whole lot quicker.
The butte boys came around. Oliver said they might as well help so he got them banging sticks on the rail of the pen, hollering to help numb the mare to racket. The boys even took turns firing Oliver’s shotgun, the shots of salt spraying the ground. They’d been told to make movie noise and so it was gunshots and hollering about justice.
Now shut up for just one minute, said Oliver. The first thing you do when you get on a horse is you wait.
A few weeks back a location scout had come by. A massive television production was gearing up at the old monkey farm. The scout wanted horses and, in particular, horses that could fall. The scout had said, We’ll pay ten times anything you’ve been paid ever, if you got a horse that can fall. The bastard Doc Jolly had been right about Hollywood coming to town and that rattled Oliver to no end. But a hundred dollars a day to use a horse? That was life-changing cash. Oliver had let the scout take a good look at Sorry. But getting actors dizzy wasn’t a stunt. So now Oliver was training a mare named Awesome to fall, to play dead to help keep the ranch alive.
Awesome was colored like a gold coin with a champagne mane, shades that really popped against dunes of gypsum. Subtle contrast perfect for the miracle of a Technicolor broadcast. Damn. What a dumb way to appreciate a mare. Oliver pulled the reins so Awesome’s head came back to her right shoulder and she slowly, hesitantly went down to her belly, Oliver awkwardly straddling her. The clamor of the butte boys rose and fell.
Rochas said, That’s an Academy Award, for sure.
Oliver got up on Awesome and flung himself off to show the horse she could fall on her side into the haystack. He climbed on and threw himself down like this a half dozen times. He got up and got in her eyes because if your horse won’t look you in the eyes, all is already lost.
Izzy made the long walk from the house to the pen. The butte boys got quiet. She wore a dress of blue cotton. For all these months, she hadn’t worn much of anything besides her acid-washed denim vestments but now Maude had got her somehow in a dress with flowers on it. She still wore those sneakers but anyway she looked halfway normal which is what Luis whispered as she climbed up next to the butte boys, the Galaxy swung over her shoulder. She sat on the top rail and wadded her dress under her legs.
José said, Think fast. He tossed the shotgun. Izzy caught it, flipped the safety off, pulled the bolt action. The chamber was empty.
Don’t give it to me if there’s nothing to shoot, she said.
Oliver came quick and took José by the ear, twisting it, pulling him down from the rail. What’d you do wrong?
I didn’t respect the gun, sir.
And?
I didn’t respect the girl, sir.
Get on, said Oliver. He pushed José back toward butte camp. He turned to Izzy. You look real nice, he said. Tell her she looks nice, boys.
Izzy hung the Galaxy on the pen. She leaned the shotgun there too. Can I ride?
You’ll mess up that dress Maude got you.
I wore it to mess up.
Fair enough. Oliver helped her up into the saddle and showed her how to pull the reins for the trick. He told the butte boys to get noisy again. They did, reluctantly, suspicious of whatever black magic the girl might be up to now. Izzy circled once on the horse and came back toward the hay and cross-pulled like Oliver showed her and that’s when Awesome dropped totally convincingly for the first time. The mare flopped down onto her side like a cannonball had blown off her legs and Izzy was there in the mud, like blown up too, except she was grinning. The butte boys fell silent but Rochas cheered. And, well, if the child can work a horse and shoot a gun then she might be alright.



SEVEN
THE MONUMENT REMAINED open past dark only when the moon was full. Those bright nights they took Izzy there to explore beyond the ranch where there wouldn’t be too many townspeople with questions—mostly tourists out there, all hypnotized by the big shine above or its endless refraction by the dunes below. They tacked up and rode through the eerie glow, talking over the news of the day. Oliver had Izzy reading the paper aloud in the mornings as they rode the ranch doing chores, a kind of homeschool while Maude was off at work. Then full-moon nights and Izzy would recount to Maude whatever she’d read that month, like an oral exam on the story of our recent world, as they rode around skunkbush in the gypsum, little patches of dormant willow, even out there by Alkali Flats where one big cottonwood grew unaccountably from the top of a dune. The cottonwood’s massive trunk got uncovered a bit more every time they saw it, gypsum blown along so the dune shrank or shifted but the tree stayed still, seemed maybe to grow backward as it was uncovered, like its trunk had sprouted down from its branches. They often tied the horses there to rest under the cottonwood. Oliver said they were taking shade to avoid moonburn. Izzy said the tree’s gnarly branches were trying to snatch stars. They’d lie on the cool sand discussing the Summer of Love and hippies headed to San Francisco with flowers in their hair. They talked of race riots in Newark and Detroit. The newspaper printed a whole intricate map of the dark side of the moon and they talked about what might be there in those craters and if, on the moon, there was any such thing as sin. The Soviets landed a probe on Venus where surely sin was plentiful and they talked about that. There was no sound on the moon, according to the newspapers, so sometimes they moved their mouths noiselessly like they were talking on the moon and Izzy practiced screaming with just her body. They talked about scientists who had just won a Nobel Prize for overthinking the meaning of eyeballs. The human eye, these scientists proved, decides half of what you see before the brain ever gets a chance to think about it. Maude worried her eyes might deceive her always while Oliver claimed he’d long suspected everything was already tainted by the time he got a chance to think it over.
Izzy said, Can I ever get my eyes to show the really real actual world, the true way it is in my head?
Not with all that light leaking out, said Oliver.
Izzy laughed and twirled the Galaxy’s dial.
Maude had no idea what their talk of eyelight meant—how they had joked about Izzy whirring like a weird projector, how maybe she and Oliver were both in on the same strange hallucination. They didn’t bother trying to explain to Maude what they couldn’t. An Apollo spaceship finally went up, this one without monkeys or people. Oliver didn’t want to talk about NASA so much because it meant pondering the end of his ranch. But then, when they talked about the war and where Jackson might be caught up now, Oliver didn’t like that conversation either even though he always made Izzy read the Vietnam dispatches loud and twice. When war reports came on the television news, Maude and Oliver always got real quiet. Izzy scooted closer when the television cut out from interference, even touched the television like she could make the picture come back with good news, nose up to the glass like Jackson used to do, and Oliver always told Izzy to scoot back. You’ll get sucked in, he said. Letters from Jackson came every other week or so and Izzy read these aloud too. Other letters Izzy read aloud came from the army just down the road, from lawyers using lots of technical terms from this or that committee, words Izzy stumbled over as she read aloud the demands for Oliver to respond without delay. He said if they wanted something they ought to come see him face-to-face but said also that they knew better than to come stand on his land making demands. Letters from Congress came too, about the expansion of NASA and how many Apollo missions were planned and how much Earth they needed for a moonshot, plus the amount they reckoned Oliver’s little bit was worth. Not much, they claimed, even though everybody seemed to want it. From the cottonwood under every full moon, they could track how the movie ranch at the old monkey farm had expanded, the frontier town growing like a gold rush except it was all facades glowing unreal under the light of that damn radio tower. At Maude’s behest a business card was commissioned that read EQUINE STARS OF TWIN BUTTES RANCH and a stack of them were presented to Oliver as his Christmas gift at the end of 1967. In the new year, Izzy rode with the cards on full-moon nights, handed them to park rangers and crowds of moonlight picknickers who looked clearly or vaguely Hollywood. Everyone said it was good timing to have horses that weren’t camera-shy. The production might take over the old monkey farm for damn near the whole year, maybe more if the show was a hit. There was money to be made, they said. It was like Bonanza and Gunsmoke combined, this production, like the whole epic of the American West, the elaborate tragedy of manifest destiny through the story of just one ranching family, violent and star-studded, plus it had such a great name for a Western—High Heaven. So then back at the cottonwood Izzy talked with the Gentlys about Bonanza and Gunsmoke and if their horses could ever really star in High Heaven. They talked of everything—more lunar probes with cameras for eyes, students massacred in a place called Orangeburg, ten thousand more boys sent to war, even twins conjoined at the head who got surgically separated. Izzy wondered what that meant for the brains of the twins or how their eyes connected, even after separation, like if maybe what one twin saw, the other couldn’t help but ponder. Sometimes Izzy felt herself thinking things she’d never seen and wondered what that meant about any brains she’d been severed from. More and more Izzy wanted to talk about television and so they talked about the final episode of a show Izzy loved but Oliver declared hogwash because at the end the family was stuck just the same way they’d started—lost in space. By March it was warm again and Maude made a point to shift the conversations. She wanted Izzy’s education to be more than irritation at newspapers or anger at the government or prattling on about television.
You know this white sand isn’t even white, said Maude. Isn’t even sand.
Soon Izzy knew the whole story because Maude got to telling it every time they rode the dunes in moonlight. Two hundred and eighty million years ago, all of Earth’s continents were a single mass. Back then the Gently place wasn’t the Gently place or even a ranch or even land at all because this whole expanse was under a sea. Even the moon was bigger then. On the beaches of that sea, dimetrodons roamed—thirteen-foot-long carnivorous reptiles with a massive sail, scaly and rising warlike from their spines. Oliver claimed to have seen fossilized trackways of these monsters but he could never find them to show Izzy. She said she could maybe feel the echo of their presence anyhow. Maude said the whole landscape was like an echo. Think about the gypsum, Maude said. Settled beneath the waves of that ancient sea, dissolved after flowing from all over the western tropics: millions of tons of a mineral called gypsum, the same gypsum we’re on now. After earthquakes, after ice ages, after new rivers and new mountains: the waves are long gone and the dimetrodons are long gone and the moon is smaller and more distant but in a way the sea is still right here: three hundred square miles of shimmering dunes.
The name is hopelessly inaccurate, Maude would say. White Sands is neither sand nor white. The dunes are gypsum. Gypsum is a mineral. It changes state easily, dissolves in water, crystallizes when the water evaporates. Those crystals are without color. Pure. Clear. But you know the wind in this land. Such wind. The crystals collide as they blow along, collect so many scratches. Just millions of years of scratches. And the scratches catch the light. Warp it. Those imperfections are what give the dunes the illusion of being white. Blowing in the wind. So many little collisions. Think of it, Maude would say, three hundred square miles of wounded crystals. Sometimes I know they must be the oldest stuff in the universe, those wounded crystals, the way they stick around. The way I can’t ever sweep all of it out of my house. The way you see it tracked in every store and restaurant in town. Little piles of white dust like so many ghosts traipsing around. Even if I haven’t been to the dunes all year, there’s some of it in my pockets and socks. There aint many places that, after just one visit, you commit to carrying bits of that place to your grave, but I swear that’s the way it works at White Sands.
They’d ride back to the ranch, crossing the highway where moonlight got lost some in monkey light. Back on the porch they’d turn out the pockets of their denim trying to empty them and Izzy would take off her coveralls and shake them wildly trying to empty them and she’d shake the Galaxy too and they’d all empty from their boots—or red sneakers—into an old butter tub what they could of the white sand that was neither sand nor white and the rest they’d carry with them, whether they wanted to or not. In the morning Oliver would take the old butter tub to the twin buttes and sprinkle some of those crystals, ancient and wounded, over where their dead lay resting.



EIGHT
THEY COMPARED SCARS as enchiladas cooled on the stove. Izzy’s leg was healed and she showed off her scar, like lightning down her thigh. Rochas held his hands to his face in mock awe, revealing nearly as many stubs as fingers, a ring and a pinkie finger missing totally on the left hand, index and middle finger only to knuckles on the right. Maude pulled her scrubs up her side, showed where she’d been kicked by a mustang. Oliver didn’t like the game of crowing over scars but when he said as much Rochas told him it was only fair because anyway they were all always having to see the hideous one on Oliver’s neck.
They’d been out trailering livestock for the television production, cattle to wander in the background of different scenes. It didn’t seem to be much of a production. So far they were only doing what was called B-roll. The stars wouldn’t come for a while yet. But apparently these were the cattle that would be the cattle for the whole show, even though they would only film them once, and Oliver would only get paid once. If it was on the air for twenty years, then for twenty years every cowboy in High Heaven would be ranching these few weeks’ worth of cow footage.
Rochas dug into the enchilada casserole. Between bites he explained to Izzy what a travesty it was to destroy the soul of enchiladas by serving them as casserole. Gringos ruin everything, he said. They don’t have enough history in this land.
Rochas tended to go long stretches without speaking to other humans. When he got around old friends with a wet whistle, he’d let loose monologues months in the quarrying from the wildernesses of his brain. He drank whiskey as the others sucked air to cool the chile simmering on their tongues.
A hundred years back, said Rochas, the farmers were mad at the lumber mill in town. The mill ate every tree of the mountain—así es la vida. Then they hoarded the water. We are a desert! Nunca digas de esta agua no beberé. Will you murder for one drink? Never say never.
What’s this story about? said Oliver.
This is a killing story. But it’s also something else. So the gringo arrives. He has his lumber mill, comes stealing water, leaves nothing for the Mexicans who had been cultivators of this place. The border of these countries shifted—of course I mean was moved by violence of war. The border was dragged right across the Mexicans living at Tularosa and La Luz. The people hadn’t moved an inch—one day they were Mexican; the next, American. But only that small kind of American because they were brown in the empire’s territory. But then—your people, Gently. We are friends but historically is another story.
This was barely after your Civil War. Dynamite was brand-new. A decade old at most—those rosy red sticks of boom. Humans had hardly blown up any earth at all. For a thousand years there was black powder but that was child’s play. Now—nitroglycerin. And the mining kicks off like wildfire. The gringo takes everything from the land using brown hands and red dynamite. See? We are discussing scars.
Rochas held up his mangled hands. There was one guy, he went on, the oldest one in the village. 1880, maybe. A poor village full of good people—La Luz. Gente pobres, Gently. This guy was named Armando. And he had a burro. The oldest burro in La Luz. El Viejo on his burro. He is mad about the mill. And so he fills his saddlebags with dynamite stolen from the mine at San Augustin. You must steal the technology of the conquerors, see? Armando lost his country and was thrown into a new country at civil war. And the losers of that civil war streamed into Armando’s backyard, claiming homesteads, right where the Mexicans had been living, plus the Indians before. The gringo simply raises his hand and takes the water. So Armando on his burro with its bulging saddlebags, he rides from La Luz and into the mill. I think this is the point of the tale, said Rochas, slamming his hands on the table. Kaboom! El Viejo becomes the bomb. But the question I see you pondering, Gently, reaching for that scar on your neck—what nobility is there in this mission of suicide? Remember the poem I gave you once—this young soldier … Japanese … what was he called … Hayashi? Hours before he takes off to crash his airplane—that Mitsubishi—into one of our aircraft carriers, he writes a poem …
Dusk, that most beautiful moment

with no pattern

millions of images

appear and disappear

beloved people

how unbearable to die in the sky

Riding off into the sunset, see? They force-fed pills to those boys, made them junkies for the stuff. Speed. They stuffed the nose of those Mitsubishis so full of explosives it’s a wonder they ever took off. Kamikaze. It means divine wind. For seven hundred years kamikaze meant like a hurricane, an act of God. And then in our war, it switched. Became about men trying to take control by sacrificing themselves. Divine wind. Which way does the wind blow in heaven? Such wind. How unbearable to die in the sky. Maybe it is not so different from this kook at La Luz who scrambled young Izzy. These kamikaze boys—they believed in something. El Viejo was persuaded by the totality of his life experience. Más sabe el diablo por viejo que por diablo. There is something perfect about it. A man like that. On a mission. A million images appear and disappear.
They ate quietly until Izzy said, I aint scrambled.
She aint scrambled, said Oliver.
No. Of course, not. It was unwise of me to say it that way. Rochas poured more whiskey.
What did you mean about diablo? said Izzy.
Ah, chica, you are too curious. It’s not really about the devil. It’s about time, about how you gotta live through some shit.
Maude brought pie to the table. As the others spooned it onto their plates, she took her turn to soliloquize. Jackson was only eighteen, she said. First summer after high school. He didn’t know what to do. His friends were going off to college. He couldn’t imagine more school yet. Maybe he will one day. That summer, all days, like every summer, he was with Oliver. For a while that was fine. But by July, when he’d usually start to think about school again, he wasn’t looking forward to much of anything. The president came on television and said we were going to war in a remote and distant place. He said it just like that: remote and distant. I can’t honestly remember if he said war. They keep trying to avoid that word. I’ll say it though. War. War. War. Jackson watched that whole speech and all the news afterward plus the special reports on the troops. He didn’t blink once and that was just the way like when he used to watch Bonanza. And then every night in August he watched that television when the police went to war against Blacks in Los Angeles. I’m the one using the war word now. War. They had National Guard out in those streets. Awful to see. To think about us fighting ourselves. And Jackson watched it every night, not blinking. Like he was spellbound by the awfulness of people in every direction. Then he spent a week talking about that Gemini spaceship. He had that radio to his ear constantly, even on horseback, listening about its orbit. Looking for it at night. And it was one of those bigger radios, not even small like the one Izzy carries. I remember it was a Thursday that week. Word got out the draft would snatch even married men unless they happened to be married already or get married before the end of that day. Seemed like every kid around town showed up at the Hi-D-Ho Drive-In. Who knows how these things happen. Jackson put down the radio and went too. They were pairing up to get married, to save the boys from the draft. Sounded like a swarm of girls who thought there might never be so many boys so hot to settle. A whole caravan of kids shot out to Nevada for the quick hitch. I’m sure lots of swaps and arrangements were made all along the way. Good Lord, imagine the chaos. Jackson came home that night and didn’t say much else about it. I thought maybe it was like musical chairs and he was left without a girl to run off with. I wouldn’t ever want him to run off with some girl, though I do wish he was not at war. The next day they had on the news about that Gemini landing. He didn’t stop once to look. He was different then. Another day later and that’s when he said, like a big announcement, that he was off to California. He had joined the Marines. And that was that. Oliver hardly got a chance to shake his hand, because I was hugging him not to go. He just had to do it like that, almost all at once, because he knew maybe we’d talk him out of it. The war and the riots and the spaceship. He was curious about all of it. I think about all those things right at the end of that summer—just two years ago now but seems forever doesn’t it—and how all that switched his brain someway. Like it was on fire. Like there was this whole world of pain and wonder and he had to get out in it. I don’t know why they all want to get out in it. Gonna find you either way, you know? So that was that. He’s out there now. This may be the whiskey talking but I know it’s not. All violence is distraction. Every time, in the streets, or at war, or how Izzy is here—I just know we’re missing the point. But it’s working too because I don’t know what the point is. The pain and the wonder.
—
April 10, 1968
Dear Momma and Daddy—
More words by flashlight, I guess. Excuse the scribbles. It’s poor light more than nerves. Ha. Plenty of nerves too. Sorry there was no letters for these weeks but I am alive and have action to report. It is a nightmare really but I haven’t slept in so long. In a way it is a relief to finally see the enemy. Out of the tunnels and away from mines. Fighting anything invisible takes a toll. So we headed for Khe Sanh which I guess you’ve seen about on television. If that old television still works. Do you remember when Bonanza came on and all the commercials said it was full color? Daddy said it was horseshit and a trick by Panasonic to get good folks to part with $495 to replace perfectly good sets. He said, Nature’s vividness is unsurpassed. Go on and imagine the color, he said. Haha. The picture on your TV always cuts out! The exercise is imagining what you’re missing in the static! Well either way I bet your brains are exhausted watching news on this war. It is impossible for me to tell you all the terrible colors of it when you see them in grays on your old set. But I would not want you having a color television just for blood. Well anyway we went north for a long time and then went west on Route 9 behind a bunch of 1st Cavalry bombs. They really blew everything up. Our engineers were there to fix the road even though it wasn’t broke until we blew it up. B-52s leave everything cratered and smoldering. And the choppers are so thick and loud. The sky might break. They are all over. Clouds of choppers. Hueys and Chinooks. They fly real low. On the ground where I’m stuck it feels like the wrong side of a meat grinder. At least NVA have no helicopters. Maybe I wrote you one time before we dropped in but I cannot remember if we were able to send any mail or if the letter is lost. I’ll use all the paper I have left and get it over with for now. We had a real battle for a few days. I think over a hundred is how many they say are casualties but the numbers are never right. I wanted to tell you about one instance. I saw a ball of fire and my body went flying. NVA has rockets and artillery to spare. They fire mortars like the clock. Tick tock boom. I was crawling toward our foxhole we’d dug extra deep as much as you can in mud and Mason and Borman were there too, covered in blood. We sat and smoked. Then Borman and me went looking for others and there was everyone laying in the road. I was just running from body to body and lost some of my water tablets and other things. I didn’t notice the blood but the smell kept coming. Like if on the ranch our cutting room was burning. The artillery wouldn’t stop and I wondered if it was us bombing ourselves. Some guys have wondered this all the whole war long. A strange thing that happened is everyone’s wounds looked like chile peppers. I mean all sizes. Gashes in thighs and chests or on the face. I kept saying that’s a little cayenne pepper. Or that’s a big red chile. Why do you think that was? It is not the season but it feels like harvest. The medivacs could not come for a long time because of fog. They landed far back on the road so we were dragging guys and their chiles wept. We must have made six trips. 500 meters to the landing zone. These guys. Sometimes their manners slough off like dead skin. There was a guy, Kramer, who was hard to carry because his arm was gone and his other arm was gone too. I told you in the last letter I seen him attack and cut up more than one VC. This is that guy. I was thinking about how he cut up those VCs instead of thinking how to help to carry him. He kept slipping and I couldn’t hold on. I just thought how he’d stabbed those kid soldiers with arms he didn’t have no more. I dragged him the rest of the way. Maybe you can pray that he lives. Later we smoked cigarettes because there was a long pause of incoming. The whole thing took three days. Momma, I don’t like to smoke but you got to chainsmoke because of bugs plus the smell of blood. Forself, Momma. I won’t smoke back home. I promise. Everyone is blue but they all have a funny way of showing it. At 19 I feel old.
If we are winning the war or not you probably know because of television. On radio, the reports are grim. We get Time Magazine but it’s never quite right. There’s a prism between us and truth. I only know about the prism because the skin is ripped off in war. The bones and guts are everywhere. Things laid bare and then there’s the prism. They have television cameras here now plus magazine photographers. It is the strangest thing to look up in gunfights and see crossfire reflected off a camera lens. I am surprised more cameras don’t get shot. Sometimes I see cameras and think of you all running cows for that television production like you said. I wonder if you will recognize your own cows on TV someday. I wonder if I have been on TV. Have you seen me? Khe Sanh was under siege but we went on offensive and have got it free. You know they had their Tet attacks. They took the fight to Saigon and now we take the fight to them. I wanted to tell you that this is called Operation Pegasus. I do not know where the names come from. Miller who went to college before the war said it aint just the sign at the Mobil station. Ha. It is a winged horse, of course. And white. A hero with a funny name rode the Pegasus—flew the Pegasus?—to defeat a monster. This is mythology. My last page, now. End of the story. What if God just runs out of paper? Anyways Borman said a funny thing which is that the Pegasus on the sign from Mobil Oil is red even though in the story the horse is white. Probably bloodstained, he said. And we wondered, was it the blood of the monster or the hero? Because the hero did fly the horse in many battles and they were a good team until the hero tried to fly the horse beyond the skies way high in order to be with gods in heaven. He thought he was one of them. The gods. Ha. I guess you know what happened then. A red horse with no rider. But I think it doesn’t end well for the horse either. I hope you will tell this story to Izzy because you say she is quite the rider now. Uh oh. I realize Izzy is probably the one reading this letter aloud. Hello, Izzy. I’m sorry if I wrote too much blood. I hope it doesn’t give you nightmares. I do look forward to meeting you. Maybe by the time I am back Sorry grows some wings. Anything can happen in this world, I think. If not, oh well. Lord. Sounds like B-52s are plastering somewhere again. They get it so everywhere looks like the face of the moon. Tell daddy one time the moon was kinda weeping. The moon was in war one time and was weeping but it was not even the war so much. Just daily weeping. One time the moon missed his family. That was the hardest part of war for the moon, feeling all alone even though you’d think the moon would be used to it now. Anyways, enough mush stuff. How about that Apollo? The lunacy, right daddy? Haha. Some of the boys have wondered if maybe all this happened on the moon already because it is cratered the way things gets here after shelling. Why go to the moon then? No peace without scars. I don’t even want to write about what just happened to Dr. King because it makes me think there is no peace anywhere. There is no way to sleep now. I am not happy to tell you all of these things but daddy can maybe explain how the moon needs you to know some of it. Send love if there is any left over there.



NINE
YALL ROUND UP the kids! We got a celebrity dying on the dunes!
Maude hung up on the excited neighbor and pondered briefly if celebrities, when they die for good, do they really make more noise and hand gestures than normal folks. She told Izzy, Come on, and they took the truck to butte camp where they gathered the boys who were already up to no good on summer break. May of ’68. They crossed the highway into the Monument, snaking through picnic shelters until they got to the edge of Alkali Flats where one giant dune was lousy with semitrucks and steel truss and cabling for lights galore. Production was in full swing at the old monkey farm but today they’d wandered off the movie ranch to shoot some action on the gypsum desert.
The butte boys scrambled up a dune toward the big camera on a sled. They stared at the man in a cowboy hat because the camera stared at him too. The cowboy rested his hand on his holster. The boys stood the same way but because they didn’t have holsters they dug their thumbs inside the waists of their jeans.
Maude sat on a tailgate with Izzy. Do you know him?
No.
No ma’am?
No ma’am.
He’s the star of this story, I guess.
What’s the story?
Well, that silver star pinned on his chest means this is a show about a lawman, said Maude. Probably a lawman who’s been on both sides of the law, particularly deep on the wrong side. That’s usually how it goes. But after a close call with death or the affection of a pretty gal or some tragedy with a newborn, he gets an intense moral hankering for the straight and narrow. The man in handcuffs, well, he probably deserves to die. But the lawman will try his best not to kill him, because justice is different than vengeance. Probably he even saved the depraved criminal from a mob. And for that good deed he will suffer greatly. In the end, he’ll be forced to kill this criminal anyway, and a bunch more folks to boot, plus ruin a whole town, shoot it up or burn it down, trying to save it from other outlaws. But the townspeople will forgive him. They always understand that sometimes justice simply isn’t enough. Sometimes a man has got to purify the world by burning it down. It’s a dumb story but that’s the whole of it.
How do you already know the whole story?
Men don’t know but one or two stories, honey. Variations on dying in a blaze of glory. I don’t understand why they keep telling the same ones. We’re bored, child.
I’m not bored.
Well, you’re seeing behind-the-scenes. That’s always better than the story—how the story gets manufactured. We’re tired of close-ups on the sausage, you know? Better to see how it’s made.
Different equipment got hoisted in the air. Cables uncoiled. All quiet on set. Action. The lawman led a horse hauling the cuffed criminal. The camera watched—everyone watched. They walked the dune’s crest even though it was tough going for the horse and there was more solid ground just below. But the crest of the dune was dramatic, so there they walked.
Drama aint ever practical, said Maude.
A whole swarm of crew trudged quietly behind the camera as it was tugged along on a sled by a whole other swarm of crew. The criminal jumped from the horse. Cut! The swarm got noisy. The horse got pulled back. The camera sled got pushed back and they all went ahead and did the exact same sequence again. Action. The criminal jumped from the horse. Cut. And then remounted and backed up. Action. And jumped again. Then they moved things around and led the horse away and the criminal jumped off a box and tackled the lawman into the dune. They did that a bunch of times too and then changed everything around again. The crew swarmed close to the lawman’s face, which was down in the gypsum. The criminal pulled him up by the hair. The lawman’s face was pasty from gypsum mixed with sweat. He was ghostly. A dribble of blood came from his mouth. Lots of attention was paid to the red dribble using little brushes and bright lights. The crew cleaned his face and put new gypsum on it and squirted another dribble of something red in his mouth. He put his face back down and they did it again. The criminal pulled him up by the hair. Over and over, the ghost cowboy bleeding from the mouth.
Their story is broke, said Izzy.
All stories start broken, honey. They get made broken and put together later.
By now the butte boys were bored and acting out their own tale about the twilight of frontier lawlessness. A man with a clipboard brandished it at them saying, Hush! You little devils, hush!
Maude went red and yelled for the clipboard man to hush himself as she ran up the dune so quick and effortless that the whole crew stopped to watch. Where others merely trudged, Maude ascended. Her hamstrings and calves flexed heroically as she held her skirt up and twisted her whole body to keep from sinking too much, running like a lizard lightly over the top layer of crystals. At the crest she took the clipboard from the man and threw it like a Frisbee about as far as anyone had ever thrown anything. She didn’t say much but kept in the man’s face until he was a few inches shorter. Then she descended, the butte boys tumbling behind. She took Izzy’s hand and led them all to where old wranglers sat in the shade passing a flask.
Hello, Mrs. Gently, they said. And good on ya. Give ’em all hell. California fucks.
How many of our horses you got?
Just the two, ma’am. But Oliver said he’d get more. We need stunt horses for a big shootout finale.
How many?
It’s a real OK Corral situation. Script says maybe twenty horses. One or two to fall.
Yall have to water the horses?
Yes ma’am.
And feed ’em?
And lead ’em and wash ’em and dirty ’em and sometimes ride ’em even with guns. All the show business, ma’am. Nothin glamorous. Just honest Hollywood, as far as it goes.
These boys need summer work.
Luis had Dusty on the ground in a headlock, trying to get ahold under the back of his britches for a wedgie.
Well, they can’t wrangle. They aint big enough. Plus there’s union cards and whole shitpiles of red tape.
If you can’t put these boys to work, maybe Oliver can’t find you more horses.
Now, that’s above our pay grade, Maude. Don’t do all that. Well. I guess them horses do shit a lot. We got to clean it off the dunes. Keep everything white, you know? This being a national treasure, the Monument. Rangers say can’t no sand be taken out. That’s a whole situation for us too. We got to, like, treat the turds with care so no precious gypsum gets hauled off with them horse apples. Goddamn absurd if you ask me. Havin to brush turds clean. You know how this gypsum gets stuck in everything for always.
Maude shoved the boys toward the wranglers. Here’s your new cleanup crew. Guardians of the gypsum. She nudged Izzy that way too. And this one’s the boss of them.
—
Rochas sat on the porch with Izzy, her Galaxy opened up on the table between them. He soldered a wire to the transistor then pulled it off and had her do it just like he had done. She didn’t carry the Galaxy every waking moment anymore but did still sleep with it next to her at night. She’d got it to where it would turn on but it was always only static. Still, she let the static play all through her dreams.
If you want more than static, said Rochas, you need more antennae. We’ll fold a whole bunch of wire in here. See how far you hear. I don’t think it’ll reach to God but might as well try.
On the porch swing Maude flipped through a stack of letters, sliced envelopes open with a hunting knife. She glanced inside then ripped most in half. All bills and threats, she said.
When that star comes around again, said Izzy, time runs out.
Rochas raised an eyebrow. That aint any Bible verse.
She means the army. Something Oliver keeps sayin about all these notices of eminent domain. I think he’s stockpiling. Like for a standoff. I swear, Rochas, he keeps bringing home canned goods. Bringing water from town. He sees them doing all these television gunfights at the old monkey farm and I don’t think it’s good for him.
From around back of the house came a guttural wretch. Rochas rushed that way with Izzy on his heels. Oliver was there at the edge of Little Oklahoma with a terrible look on his face. He put a hand up for Rochas to stop. Oliver pointed down to where a thick snake coiled around his boot, forked tongue flicking. Its rattle was out but it wasn’t yet making noise. Or it was done making noise and ready to bite.
Tricky sunnuvabitch, said Oliver. I think it’s winkin at me.
The snake will never wink, said Rochas. They have no eyelids.
It’s climbing my pants, buddy. Get the gun.
The serpent is no trickster. The serpent rattles. The serpent looks you in the eye.
I must have stood right in the nest. Goddamn.
What does the serpent say to Eve?
Ye shall be as gods, said Izzy.
Ye shall be good as dead if this sunnuvabitch rattler fangs me.
Maude came finally with the shotgun. Can you jump out of your boot?
Hell no I can’t jump out of my boot. Aint a cartoon.
The snake stretched like for a better angle on Oliver’s jugular. Hold still, said Maude. Rochas made the sign of the cross. Maude fired. The rattler’s head exploded. Oliver jumped and kicked his leg a bunch until the boot flew off with most of the snake still coiled on it. From her back pocket Maude pulled out the knife, stepped on the snake, finished severing what was left of its head. She uncoiled the rest from the boot, laid it out, stepped on the rattle, pulled straight. She plunged the blade in and slit down the length of its belly. Near the tail she stopped and picked out a hard yellow mash of tissue. Uh-oh, she said. I thought it’d be too early for babies. She must have had a dozen already. Almost the whole litter.
It’s a den of snakes now.
Poor thing must have been in shock. Having babies this early in the year.
They can’t control their venom, the babies. More likely to kill you.
Goddamn. Is that true?
Oliver retrieved his boot. Shook it. Peered inside a long time before pulling it back on. Maude cut the rattle off and pulled skin from meat. She handed the shotgun to Oliver. Better fix up a bunch of snakeshot now. Won’t be long before them babies get big and hungry.
Maude got the snake going in a stew. Oliver sat on the porch loading pellets for snakeshot while Izzy went back to work with Rochas on the radio. The Galaxy picked up just a hint of far-off chatter, maybe chords or some warped tune, but then went back to buzzing louder than ever.
Maybe yall quit on that for now, said Oliver.
The radio squelched and fizzled out again. Alright, said Rochas. Go clean up, chica. We can tinker forever later.
Izzy took the Galaxy and an armful of little parts and tools, careful to pick up each small screw before she went inside. Rochas slid in on the bench next to Oliver. They dumped salt from cartridges, filled them up again with pellets of lead.
Maude worries you’re stockpiling.
What for?
A siege, I reckon.
Wouldn’t be foolin with snakeshot if I wanted war.
Apache say the rattler is a bad omen.
No kiddin.
Dusk and across the highway the blink of the monkey light grew bright. They loaded shot quietly.
Goin crazy aint like what’s in the movies, said Oliver. Most of the time it’s just silence in your head that echoes too loud.
Must be nice.
It’s the other times though. I keep dreamin of those camels, buddy. Or I don’t even know if it’s dreamin. Picturin that pale bull, I don’t even know why. Those camels runnin wild. That big bastard Jolly.
Your wife says you’re bringing water from town.
I get to where I’m thirsty all day and I wonder why and when I really think it through, I’m afraid to take a drink. Like how they drugged those camels. Maybe they aim to run me off by druggin my well. And I’m hallucinatin it’s a good idea to move on.
You have brackish water anyway.
Brackish aint the same as hallucinatin. I think the kid hallucinates. Or I hallucinate her hallucinatin. However it works. I wonder sometimes if she’s a vision.
So now you have visions?
I’m thirsty is all.
—
They stood in the dusty street that split down the middle of frontier facades. Saloon, chapel, jailhouse. This was any desert outpost, familiar in that bland way television liked. But if you zoomed out, there was the Monument, glistening like any alien planet. Izzy and the butte boys paced Main Street like they always did when waiting for a scene to call for horses. Then they would hurry to trail along behind the wranglers with shovels and buckets for picking up real shit from horses playacting as horses. They used a modified snow shovel Oliver had helped them fabricate from the dregs of Little Oklahoma. In the pocket of the shovel’s blade he’d cut a square hole and had Izzy solder chicken wire there. This way they could scoop horse apples from the gypsum, roll the apples to the pocket of the shovel, then shake until all the gypsum fell through the wire leaving a more-or-less pristine turd ready for disposal without displacing any of the government’s gypsum. Mostly they stood around inventing names for themselves, for their indispensable role in the making of High Heaven. If you have a fancy name, you get richer, Luis explained. The wranglers referred to them as the Little Shit Gang and though it was said playfully, there wasn’t any respect in it. Shit Gang didn’t sound fancy. They weren’t all that little. So the boys kicked around new names for themselves. Movie Poop Corporation. Motion Picture Manure Agency. Film Feces Enterprise. Hollywood Horse Apple Company. Silver Screen Excrement Excavation. The Bureau of Motion Picture Turd Burglary. The more names they tried on, the more everyone kept calling them Little Shit Gang.
I’m bored already again, said Dusty.
It’s nothing like on television, said José. Where’s the adventure?
Where’s the shootin?
Why don’t they ever come here to make something like Invasion of the Body Snatchers? Or Planet of the Apes? Now, that’s quality entertainment.
What do you know about Planet of the Apes?
They run the preview over and over during Gunsmoke. Gotta go to El Paso to see the whole picture, though.
We got planet of the apes right here. This old monkey farm, anyway.
Izzy was near as tall as the boys now and they hassled her less. She rode Sorry and though the horse was diminutive he gave her stature on account of his being Oliver’s favored steed. She said, What do yall know about the old monkey farm anyways?
Luis said, There aint any monkeys.
Sure there is, said Dusty. Let’s knock off already and see some monkeys.
I heard there’s one that runs wild like them camels used to. Still visits its old home though. Them lab cages under the radio tower.
The monkeys are dead and gone, said Izzy.
There you go, dickbrains. Even Izzy knows.
Well let’s knock off and look anyways.
They stored their shit buckets and shovel along the boardwalk then tacked up and rode toward the radio tower. The frontier town was built over rows of cages that were like big zoo habitats. Inside some, like the chapel, there were still the old primate accoutrements: a rusty climbing gym, fraying ropes, dry-rotted tire swings, empty water tanks. But the lab was off on its own and had not been altered during construction of the movie ranch save for the addition of a fence with razor wire. There were two buildings, one on either side of the radio tower, each with a door out back into a cage that was smaller and bleaker than the others, a cage more like a kennel, not a habitat but a holding pen for experiments.
Luis pulled out a joint. As his horse sauntered he tried to light the joint but his matches kept fizzling. What? he said. One of them hippie grips gave it to me. Gettin stoned is the only way we’re seein any monkey.
Luis got the thing lit at last and puckered some, inhaled big and unexpectedly deep. He coughed hard, blew out most of the cherry. He brushed embers and ash from the mane of his horse.
What is stoned? said Izzy.
Like when your eyes spin, said Dusty. On drugs.
Yup, said José. I heard a kid went to jail because he got high and picked up the family dog, one of them little Pomeranians, threw it out into the yard like a shot put and it landed on rebar from a cinder-block fence. Sheriff found the kid smearin dog’s blood on his face. Like a satanic thing.
That’s drugs for you!
Luis leaned out far from the saddle to pass the joint. The boys took turns making a show of puffing, mainly holding the joint near their faces like incense for a ritual to force the end of innocence, or maybe even manifest a monkey.
If there was monkeys, I’d set ’em free.
They’s already free. Army had ’em for astronauts but some escaped.
In Planet of the Apes, them monkeys got guns.
They’re killer monkeys. They rampage for days. They end the world and rule it too.
You don’t know shit about no Planet of the Apes.
If we keep ’em in the desert, we win. But if they make it to the mountains … whoa, boy! Too many trees. We’ll get blasted for sure.
Twilight and at the fence they bickered and puffed so much they almost didn’t see it. It streaked in front of the buildings—a real live monkey. The horses jumped. Sorry spun then bucked, tossed Izzy to the ground, and bolted homeward. Dusty unmounted to check on her. Benny sat holding halter and the joint. He called out the monkey’s position, He’s ten yards out … fifteen … zigzagging … twenty … he’s pulling our way!
Dusty tapped Izzy to make sure she was alive and then picked up a rock the size of an avocado. He launched it over the fence blindly. Everyone was quiet. The arc of the rock was high and long and perfect and when it reached its end—thud—the monkey screeched, a noise like no bird or coyote or mountain cat. Dusty jumped back onto his horse and pulled Izzy up behind him.
I think you killed it, said José.
I know he killed it, said Benny. That’s a miracle missile strike.
Near dark now and the Little Shit Gang could be sure of nothing unless they climbed the razor-wire fence, which none proposed.
Sorry’s gone, said Izzy.
Damn. Fuck, I mean. Oliver’s gonna be good and pissed.
The light of the radio tower switched on. In its glow they could see, maybe thirty yards out, the monkey, lying there, its head blossomed. Or the neck had blossomed because the head was spattered, busted open and glistening.
The coils in Izzy’s irises tightened.
Dusty said, I think we got high. Luis said, We gotta go. Benny said, I might be seein honest-to-god brainsplatter, boys. They turned quick, hollered loud like moron conquerors to pretend they weren’t scared, then opened up to a gallop toward the Gently place.
Dusty reached back for Izzy to hold tight but she was not there. She was walking off the other way, into the monkey light.
—
Down the highway came Sorry, reins dragging as honking cars whizzed by. The horse stopped and spun. Oliver ran out to him. He led Sorry through the west gate then rode back to the stables. By the time he was in his truck, the butte boys were riding in. Oliver flashed his headlights on them. Where the hell is Izzy?
The boys talked all at once, shouted different things about the old monkey farm and ape planets, the boredom of television Westerns and Izzy’s propensity for wandering off, the surprise of brainsplatter, how Izzy had seen brains before anyway. Oliver said, Yall got about two seconds to shut the hell up and tie the horses and get in this truck.
They held tight to the Ford’s bed as Oliver sped over rocky trail. At the perimeter of the movie ranch, Oliver sent two boys east and two west. Yell and flash your lights if you find her. Some of the television crew were painting sets but none offered to help as Oliver rolled down Main Street hollering, Izzy! Izzy! Izzy! He got all the way to the razor wire around the lab. The windows were dark. The cage was dark. But the tower flashed. The gate was tall and steel. Oliver pondered reversing into scrub to get speed for ramming through the chain-link but thought better and just climbed up on the dirty hood of his Ford, boots slipping on the seasoned surface. He jumped and clung to the tall gate, cussed himself up and over.
He put his shoulder into the door of the lab but it was unlocked and flimsy. He crashed into the room. Izzy was there in a chair.
You alive?
I guess so.
The building was full of boxes, a bland government office made more depressing by years of dust. Plenty of old lab equipment overflowed from the boxes, office supplies too, papers and files, other gizmos Oliver didn’t recognize. On the wall hung a row of pictures, past commanders of the missile range. Below them, another row of pictures, a longer row: monkeys. All the primates from those early NASA flights, in a row, seated in their test rockets or strapped to their little chairs or plugged into a camera, framed with their names on plaques beneath. ALBERT I. ALBERT II. So many Alberts. GORDO. GOLIATH. LITTLE JOE.
On the table by Izzy was the monkey plus as much of its head as she’d been able to gather. I thought it might … come back, she said. Again. I think it’s the one your daddy killed. The one that went up toward heaven. She opened her hands and there was a little pile of brains in them.
Oliver pulled her away from the table, slapped her hands empty. He scrubbed at them with his shirttail. He dumped files from a box and scooped the monkey into it. Just don’t touch nothin, he said. Let me figure this out.
He stepped into the next room which was similarly cluttered—a teletype machine, a few field telephones like he’d seen in the war, a few wars ago. A whole table was set up with switchboards and receivers. Blown vacuum tubes and transistors strewn about. He went to the switchboard and flipped a switch and it lit up. He turned it off. And on again. He tapped a microphone there and held the headset to his ear. He leaned into the microphone and said Hello. His own voice came back to him through the headset, deeper, hollower. He said Hello again like a response but then he heard his own voice again, recognized it this time even though his brain was stuck unpuzzling the message. Hello. Above the switchboards hung another row of portraits, these of scientists from the army. Among them was Doc Jolly. Oliver took the picture down. A young face, the pale bull grinning. Oliver opened a box and dug around. Then another box. And another. Go on and look, he said to Izzy.
Look for what?
I don’t know. Look around. He shoved a stack of boxes and kicked through the files that spilled out and threw some against the wall. I don’t know, he said. I thought maybe there’d be a Bible here.
What for?
Maybe somebody’s sittin here readin the goddamn Bible on the radio. Maybe that damn Jolly is sittin in here pullin every villainous string.
Why would he read the Bible in here?
So you could hear God on that fuckin Galaxy. Goddamn, Izzy. There aint miracles in this world. There aint demons. That monkey aint comin back any more than your mother did.
Izzy got small, her face fiery with hurt. She was surely floating now and probably Oliver was too. He wanted to look in the brainwash book for what to do.
Let’s go, he said.
At the gate he lifted Izzy and she climbed over but he stayed put to gasp some. Then he doubled over and finally went down to a knee where he wheezed, the worrypit in his gut at last overflowing to his lungs. Izzy retreated to the truck where the butte boys stood dumbfounded as Oliver hyperventilated on the other side of the sign: ARMY. KEEP OUT.
Everywhere in my life this star hangs around like a hex, he said. Oliver slapped the sign. Izzy stood in the Ford’s headlights. Her shadow was big over him. It’s on those Jeeps, he said. On every goddamn threat yall mail. Eminent domain?! It aint but my domain! Oliver yanked but the sign wouldn’t come free. He took a breath and a few more. He turned and went back into the lab.
—
Maude was crying when they walked in. Oliver went to the whiskey and Izzy to her room and on television the newsmen struggled to get straight how many times Bobby Kennedy had got shot.
They’re just killin everyone, said Maude. It won’t ever stop.
There was chaos in a California hotel. Reporters jabbed microphones at anyone with anything to say about another political figure shot in the head and whether or not the head-shot politician’s color looked good or did his color look promising or how would you describe his color as he lay there bleeding on the campaign trail and then came a commercial for Playtex bras. Oliver refilled his glass. Izzy brought in the Galaxy. She’d got it put back together with more antennae and now instead of static it blared an emergency broadcast tone.
It’s alright, said Maude. There’s no emergency. There is, but not here. Not right currently, anyway.
The Galaxy blared on. Give it here, said Oliver. There aint no god in radio. Izzy didn’t let go so Oliver yanked it away. He tried to switch it off but it kept screeching. He went outside holding it like a bird by the neck to slaughter. Maude followed him out. You’re scaring her, she said. At his truck Oliver retrieved the box from the lab and walked on.
Oliver, you think it protects her any to take that radio away?
I don’t know. I’m tired of it.
They got to the cutting room where Oliver unlocked one deep freeze and emptied sides of beef from it into another deep freeze.
Oliver, you don’t get to say nothin to me. Not to me.
I’m not sayin nothin.
Then what are you sayin?
He set the box from the lab down in the empty freezer, smacked the Galaxy until the batteries fell out and the noise finally quit. He set the radio in the freezer too. I’m mixed up, Maude.
She took his hand. With her other hand she opened the box. She leaned over it. My Lord, she said and closed the box again on what was inside—the mashed-up monkey.
What’s the lifespan of a space monkey? said Oliver.
What are you even sayin? I don’t know what in the world you think that is. It’s nothin that fixes a thing for us.
They fell silent. Maude needed to explain how everything Oliver did affected her and affected Izzy now too, affected even Jackson way off in the jungle war, affected whoever else was in that jungle or anywhere, that the interconnectedness of all things was not some hippie scam or religious flimflam but just a fact of being all here on the same globe. She needed to say to him that he was not alone, that they were all in this together, but right in this moment she wasn’t sure she believed all that. And so, she was silent. And Oliver needed to explain that he was cracking up exactly because all things were connected, and all those connections were in fact the problem, like the way it spread, not evil but just whatever was natural to mankind, meddling maybe. Oliver needed to say that he thought Izzy was a casualty of some experiment because he had seen this kind of thing before, that years ago when he and his daddy carried home a space monkey it had somehow set in motion whatever all this was. And now he was pretty sure that this monkey in his freezer was the same monkey, meaning either his daddy had never killed it and it had survived all this time in the desert, or meaning like what Izzy had said, that it had been brought back. Maybe all this cult mess at La Luz had come to pass because that was how this desert worked—atom bombs and spaceships. Why not resurrection? The creepy science kind. The army kind. The Jolly kind. To believe in man’s willingness and ability to perpetuate intricate conspiracy can be, and often is, a mental contortion to avoid believing in the plain cruelty of a creator. Oliver understood that but also didn’t think much could be done about it. There were machinations and subterfuges and collusions all stacked against him. One time the moon was in for it. But all that was a lot to say. And so, he was silent.
When Maude left, he took the radio from the freezer. He put the batteries back in, set it there next to him, wondered if he should turn the Galaxy on and listen for an answer but he did not and removed the batteries again and put the radio in the box and closed the box and closed the freezer and put the padlock on.



TEN
ALL OF EVERYONE from Lordsburg to Hobbs, it seemed, rolled into the Monument, bus after bus onward to the movie ranch at the old monkey farm where unloaded US cavalry and schoolmarms and cattle rustlers and scores of chattering prairie children and all manner of nostalgic prospector types clad in any kind of vaguely pioneer getup they could manage, all excited for their bit parts in High Heaven. There were stagecoaches and covered wagons and Chevys and Fords and Volkswagens that gunned their engines trying to stay on top of the sand as they sped from here to there and back again. Cast and crew squatted or sprawled on the dunes. Those seated in wooden chairs under umbrellas were big shots while those balancing up on ladders in the sun were not. Everybody smoked. At a dozen picnic tables under a tent, bowls of menudo were ladled by the gallon to people waiting to get wounds painted on. A guy in massive chaps tried to pop the top of his Pepsi with the muzzle of an antique rifle. Wranglers led horses through crowds. The Little Shit Gang trailed behind, shaking gypsum from turds.
It’s pure insanity, said Rochas. Two scoops of unadulterated batshit.
Yup. Oliver settled the dumb white hat of his own costume.
They rode up the middle of Main Street, past signs for the land office and the pawn shop and the general store, advertising tobacco & elixirs, and the chapel with a sign: ALL CHILDREN OF GOD, WELCOME. At the end of the street a half dozen hippie crew members shoveled dirt onto the star gunslinger as a man with a bullhorn yelled, More dust! The gunslinger coughed until the bullhorn yelled Action! and then the star gunslinger looked into the camera and tipped his white hat and said, I need space between me and my past. He hopped onto his horse and rode off, firing back toward the camera.
I never knew any workin man to shoot from the saddle, said Oliver. Biggest waste of lead.
Only kings can afford to shoot from the saddle.
Yup.
My kingdom of dust for one good shot from a galloping horse.
When the director yelled Cut! they went to meet Awesome who trotted back to set with the gunslinger still waving the gun. What if we tried, said the gunslinger, something like: Pardon me but I’m putting plenty of space between me and my deplorable past. How’s that? Just to jazz it up with a little alliteration. Perhaps my gunslinger is truly a poet? Maybe I need two pistols?
The director said, You do what’s written.
Oliver pulled Awesome aside and brushed her, tried generally to make it appear that Hollywood was getting its money’s worth. The special-effects team fumbled around with lots of wire while wardrobe came and fussed over Oliver, adjusted his costume for the stunt. There was much hustle and bustle as the crew reset. And then Oliver was in the saddle on Awesome readying to make her fall.
Behind the camera the director stared at a monitor, frowning. Frantic discussion ensued about whether Oliver really had on the same exact hat as the gunslinger and whether their dusters matched enough and were covered with the same amount and pattern of spattered blood and if the backlight would hide the kamikaze scar on Oliver’s neck and if, generally, Oliver’s silhouette wasn’t too bulbous and droopy to believably double for the young star gunslinger.
I aint about to let any California nuts take my horse down at a gallop, said Oliver. You’re payin for action, not looks. Let’s get on with it.
But by then the director was throwing a whole arm-flailing fit. He wanted his star gunslinger in the saddle for the sake of authenticity which is also why they had trudged all the way to godforsaken Alamogordo, for the true West of it, and he wasn’t gonna let fat old cowboys fuck up the romance of his epic just for the comfort of some horse. We’ll do the whole fucking show without horses, he hollered. Then Izzy stepped out from the crowd. She relinquished her bucket of turds. I can make her fall, said Izzy.
The gunslinger wasn’t happy when everyone agreed the girl was a fair match for him in body type. The crew stripped him down and dressed Izzy in his clothes, the long white duster with some blood on it, the shiny red boots. They tucked her hair up into the white hat. It all fit real good and even felt familiar. Izzy beamed like a real star. She sat on Awesome talking to Oliver who wore the same dumb gunslinger costume but bigger.
Just wait, he said.
I know.
Pull crosswise.
I know.
Bail if you got to.
Alright.
The makeup artists swarmed again alongside set decorators and effects guys and grips galore, coordinators of costumes and pyrotechnics and weaponry. Then all huddled behind the camera and shushed. Izzy trotted off and turned. She came at a gallop into the camera but just before she got to the falling mark, a buried charge detonated under Awesome’s hooves. Boom. Then another. Boom. Sand flew. Awesome spooked and bucked and Izzy went flying. Rochas got ahold of the horse. Oliver threw himself over Izzy. More buried charges went off, all unexpectedly as the crew screamed. The director called for all to pull back into Main Street and take cover. But for God’s sake keep rolling, he said. Another boom. Awesome got loose from Rochas, galloped down the street and through the crowds of panicked extras and far off over the flats to the dunes. Oliver checked Izzy for wholeness as he carried her to the boardwalk. The explosions kept on and though they were not massive, they were loud, every minute or two, sometimes two or three at a time, all around the old monkey farm. The pyrotechnics for some great battle had jumped the gun. The director was beside himself.
The effects team pulled at wire and slapped at control boards. Rochas went to them waving his hands, wiggling his finger stubs as proof of experience with premature detonation. But they paid him no heed. The extras and day players, already long tired and grumpy from milling around waiting to be killed, were now up in arms and trying to commandeer buses to escape.
Oliver carried Izzy out of the chaos and into the chapel. There were pews and a pulpit but above about six feet everything in the chapel was unrenovated, was still monkey cage. Swinging ropes hung above the altar. Some of the pews were made of climbing timbers. On one pew, thumbing his suspenders, smoking a long, slim cigarette, sat Doc Jolly. He wore his turquoise bolo tie. He looked costumed too—that’s how he always looked. He ashed in the nave. More charges boomed. Jolly whistled and said, High Heaven.
Oliver set Izzy finally in a pew and sort of staggered around, dazed. We got to get the horses, said Izzy.
I know. Just need a breather.
Boom. Oliver couldn’t catch his breath. Boom. He floated. Boom. On the deck of the aircraft carrier were boxes of .50-caliber ammo waiting to be loaded into Corsairs. Out low over the ocean the Japanese fighter came around. What are you doing here? said Oliver.
I’m in this picture, said Jolly. Same as you, I guess. The director says my face has the right—how do you say—mythos. He put on a saucer of a hat and swiped the brim.
Oliver shook. Planes roared close but got cut down and went fiery into the ocean. On the gun, Oliver was like a target. One plane came through the dogfights, came through volleys of gunner fire, came right at young Oliver who saw clearly the pilot’s face. Everything went slow in the flames. Little wisps of hair from under the flight cap. Such wind. The reflection of the burning ship already in the goggles of the kamikaze pilot. Fire in the eyes of divine wind. What’s happening out there?
Sounds almost like war, said Jolly.
Got their goddamned wires crossed.
Not crossed. Just wires too near other wires. More powerful wires. Wires with other aims.
What’s that mean?
I have watched all morning as they buried charges, said Jolly. Wired in series. All very safe under the usual circumstances, I suppose. But we are within a very active military installation, as you know. So many transmitters. Radio. Radar. Enough wire strung together tends to pick up any airwaves. I suspect they foolishly created one big antenna strung together between many little movie bombs just waiting for a signal.
You didn’t warn them.
No.
It aint your job to intervene.
They sat in the fake chapel waiting on the explosions to die down, all in their fancy getups, like a wedding gone wrong. Oliver on one side and Jolly across the aisle and Izzy on the steps of the altar. She closed her eyes tight and let the light leak some.
When they stepped outside again the director was in Oliver’s face demanding horses. Oliver slapped his bullhorn to the ground. He jabbed. The director’s nose popped and gushed. Now I’ll get my horses, said Oliver. He went with Izzy to the pen. Rochas and the butte boys followed.
You just punched your paycheck, said Rochas.
They damn near blew up Izzy.
At the mine we’d string dynamite that would pop off sometimes without anybody on the detonator. Some rock-and-roll station had upgraded their tower and our wires caught that Buddy Holly in the air. That’s all it takes sometimes. Just the slightest interference.
—
Izzy carried the shotgun down to Little Oklahoma, deep into the junk, stalking baby snakes. There’d been an early-morning quarrel between Maude and Oliver about what the ranch was worth to the government and how long they could afford to fight without the Hollywood contract and whether they had any fight left anyway and if the land was cursed from the start or just since they showed up and how mad the world was and which of them was mad with it and to what extent madness of any kind was genetic or just bad luck. Izzy kept asking to watch television, to see Apollo 7 send men to space for the first time finally, or try anyway, if they didn’t burn up like last time. But Oliver told her to hush and cussed NASA which made Maude call him unsound all over again.
Izzy snuck in and flipped the television on, saw Cronkite there with binoculars at a desk outdoors, the spaceship behind him, a clock onscreen counting down as he proclaimed, This is a new beginning. But when the picture went fuzzy, Oliver turned the television off. He sent Izzy away saying there was no use watching astronauts burn. He and Maude kept at it all morning, through three pots of coffee, dredging up any old sore spot trying to win the argument about what their future held. Oliver wanted to hunker down and fight everyone and Maude said that was fear talking. Maude wanted to pack up and move on and Oliver said that was fear talking. Fear was doing all the talking, though each heard different things. When they ran dry of sore spots to argue over, they rushed off to different corners of the ranch to seethe. Maude said to Izzy, We’re doing seething chores and you need to just stay in the house. But the broadcast of Apollo was fuzzy still. So Izzy went for the snakes. Well, first she went for the Galaxy but could not uncover where Oliver had stashed it in the cutting room. When she came across the shotgun, she took that instead.
Thou shalt not seethe a kid in his mother’s milk. This was the scripture that made Izzy think seething might be a kind of sin. Seethe. Sounded like eye trouble. But if the Gentlys could just run off and seethe, then she was in the mood to seethe too.
Izzy pulled tumbleweeds from crevices between the rusty frames of pickups and splintered fence posts and poked the gun around in the shadows. Rattlesnakes would make dens anywhere rodents could. Any dark place for a home. They’d be a few months old by now. October and they’d be looking to slip into that long sleep. There were maybe a dozen snakes in a good litter. They’d be spread throughout the junkpile, unsure where to hibernate because their mother was gone. But none slithered in the paths or under the old freezer doors or in the tangle of goat chutes. Izzy climbed through junk making little clicking sounds and come-hither woos though snakes have no ears. They feel vibration. They felt the reverberation of something dangerous in Izzy as she rooted around with the shotgun and they slithered clear.
She gave up and came out the other side of Little Oklahoma but then of course one was there, right in the middle of her old landing strip. Its tail twitched. It was not yet a foot long. The two buttons on its baby rattle made no noise. Izzy raised the shotgun. The snake licked in all directions. She kept her sight trained on its meandrous head so the barrel of her gun seemed charmed by the snake who concertinaed all possible ways and through all dimensions too before going fully to its belly and tasting of the dirt, its jaw unhinged as it scooped. Izzy reached down and pinched dust of her own and put it into her mouth trying to feel what the snake was tasting. The snake lunged. Izzy jumped and fired one wild shot. The gun kicked more than she was used to. She rubbed her shoulder pocket and loaded another cartridge. She spit. She was not bit but the snake was not hit. And then the snake was gone. She had a weird feeling then, like everything bunching up inside of her even as the horizons all around seemed to expand, the buttes and dunes of gypsum moving far off but also smashed to a ball inside her gut.
Out by the highway a car turned through the ranch gate. The young snake would have to hibernate on an empty stomach. It would wake up hungry but bigger still and angry. Izzy came around the back of the house as the car stirred up the road. What does it feel like to sleep so long and so hungry? Would the snake dream only of hunger? Or would it dream of all it might eat up when it could?
The car neared the house. Through the dust a white star was visible. A big white star on the door. An army wagon. Closer and through the windshield: two men. Izzy came to the passenger side as the wagon slowed. Her first shot went wide. The wagon skidded and stopped. She got a whole lot closer and fired again.
—
Oliver rode up on the idling wagon. The passenger was laid across the front seat, one arm hanging from the driver’s side like they’d tried to drag him out but couldn’t. The uniform was a naval officer’s which Oliver couldn’t square with the fact of the big white army star on the wagon’s door. Plus the insignia of the gold cross on the officer’s shoulder board. Shattered glass and blood and the man’s face was tore up from snakeshot but not destroyed. Still a face. He might have been alive if he wasn’t so still. Oliver didn’t bother to check for a pulse. He stared at the uniform, hung up on that cross, the fact of a chaplain at his place, dead.
On the couch in the house was a young private in baggy fatigues. He held blood in at the holes in his shoulder. Izzy had the shotgun on him and the private startled when Oliver entered but quickly returned to staring at Izzy in the far-off way of the shell-shocked. The floaters. Only, where the private was floating to was more or less right now.
Maude sat holding a letter. The envelope had no address but there was a seal from Camp Pendleton. Oliver took his hat off. Maude folded the letter, put it back into the envelope. She handed it to her husband. Their eyes did not meet, though he searched for hers.
Maude didn’t understand why she’d bothered with the envelope until Oliver pulled the letter from it and held it at arm’s length. Then she saw in him what she’d just felt. She hadn’t cried but Oliver did and that’s when Izzy lowered the shotgun.
Izzy said, They were coming finally to take all you had. I was saving the ranch.
Oliver wiped his tears. Maude’s eyes met his and what passed between them then was like an exhale of knives. The air got jagged and the private snapped from his float and said, There’s something else. It’s not in the letter but the chaplain would have told you if you asked. He aint supposed to say it but he done it before. If the family asks.
Oliver took a telegram from the private. He read between the bloodstains. Enemy concentration and aggressiveness very high. Further reconnaissance or infantry exploitation deemed too costly. Area of remains hit by fixed-wing napalm, explosive ordnance. Search for LCPL Gently’s body: discontinued.
Oliver took the shotgun from Izzy.
Sir, said the private, sometimes the chaplain would tell parents, parents like you, sir, about grief: For surely there is an end; and thine expectation shall not be cut off.
Alright.
It’s about hope, I think. Heaven and all.
I do wish I’d heard the chaplain say that. I do agree there is an end.
Izzy knew it was God talking in the verse. And also in that verse God said, Who hath wounds without cause? But nobody needed to hear that just now. And Izzy didn’t say it. She wanted to turn on the television to see about the spaceship but she didn’t do that either. She watched Oliver. He looked from the private to Maude to Izzy to himself in the mirror. He closed his eyes and then opened them quick and did it again hoping to see what he felt, if it was, like with the child, the light there in him now, if even the littlest wisps of it from his eyes evanesced.
—
They sat under the gnarled cottonwood atop the dune. Shadows from twists of branches fell in a gothic manner and Rochas said so as the silhouette crept across the gypsum. I’ve worried on moments like this, he said. Maybe dreamt of these shadows.
Aint dreamin.
A dream like that, half-remembered. Like halfway stuck knowing the future and being in it.
Aint any future, said Oliver.
Rochas had his truck parked at the base of the dune. A mile off the old monkey farm was still dressed up for a finale shootout even though production was on hiatus while whoever might be in charge of such things reviewed safety protocol. Oliver was naked with just a saddle blanket draped over his waist but he didn’t feel the cold wind, didn’t feel the sand battering his skin even as Rochas squinted hard against the gusts. They sat.
Oliver spit because what he wanted to say tasted wrong. He spit a few more times and the taste lingered even after he forgot what wrong thing he had wanted to say.
The sky was clear except for the sun dropping behind them, a waning moon rising next to it. Rochas turned now and then, careful not to stare too hard at those orbs. But when they finally seemed about level he said, It’s plumb yonder.
Oliver turned. No it aint.
The moon and sun communed there and Rochas wondered what the disagreement was. His whole life whenever the sun and moon got even like that, folks tended to look up and say, It’s plumb yonder. He thought they meant level. Which they did. But to plumb means also to measure downward, literal or like deep thinking—nearing epiphany. Folks probably meant that too, at another level, when the sun and moon got that way: plumb. What does this alignment of heavenly bodies mean for the arc of my soul? And of course plumb might refer to figuring how to flush waste, which was another kind of introspection, maybe. Mi caca es su caca. But now Rochas realized plumb might also mean perfect—fitting just right—and he worried Oliver was judging him for, at this dark hour, making eyes at a pretty sunset. Maybe they were both thinking of the kamikaze poem. Dusk, that most beautiful moment.
Oliver spit. Get on, he yelled. Sorry was out there a ways off. The horse moved up a hard-packed dune slowly but kept turning to look back at the men. Sorry was weighed down with Oliver’s usual tack plus Rochas’s thick mule bags from the mine. Oliver’s boots and hat hung by his belt from the saddle, the buckle glimmering there like dog tags. The butt of his shotgun stuck out from one saddlebag, the other was stuffed with all his clothes plus the brainwash book and, way down in the bottom below that, whatever was left of the monkey. It is in our nature to destroy what we fear we cannot understand. Izzy’s Galaxy was tucked under a strap at Sorry’s neck. The wires coming from it shimmered as they ran down into the mule bags which bulged and sagged, heavy as they were with dynamite.
Sorry stopped. Spun slowly. Walked a few steps. Spun more.
He won’t ever get there.
He will. That’s the way home. Plumb yonder.
Rochas laughed. He pulled out a flask. I’m sorry about your boy, he said.
I know.
And the child too.
No need to list it all.
She’ll have a chance at least.
We all had a chance.
No, sir.
I guess not.
Sorry inched closer to the movie ranch, what was left there of High Heaven, the horse spinning mostly, sliding down some dunes, taking long ways around other dunes. Rochas said maybe they should get on with leaving, get ahead of the turmoil, get on to the part of the plan about hiding out. But Oliver wanted to wait. Sorry was taking his sweet time but the sunset was too.
Oliver didn’t care much to watch what would happen to his horse, didn’t expect any satisfaction to come from what would happen to the movie ranch or the half dozen semitrucks of Hollywood galore, all the facades of some bullshit Old West. He just pictured that one thing, the monkey light flickering off for good, collapsing down into the flames.
It’s a dumb plan, said Oliver.
A Hail Mary.
Don’t get her involved.
Out there, Sorry spun. Oliver said, Maybe horses can’t get plumb yonder without a rider.
This aint fuckin Bonanza. I aint your magical Mexican sidekick. If you walk out there, naked as you are, I will not follow you.
I know.
Your horse is a bomb now.
Yup.
And we got it set so you’re dead on your bomb horse. You’re dead, as far as everyone’s concerned. No need to walk out there all naked and die more.
Alright. I’m dead.
And Sorry.
Sorry too.
The horse spun on.
I might go anyway, said Oliver.
No you won’t.
I think it’s been decided already.
Aint nothin decided till after it’s done.
Sorry spun and spun and spun.
Alright. Well, it’s as good as done. Oliver handed the flask to Rochas. You tell Maude and the child, tell ’em one time the moon will feel no pain. Then Oliver stood and the saddle blanket fell from his body and he stumbled down the dune. Rochas threw the flask after him. Fuck you, Gently.
Across the crusted playa Oliver went tenderfootedly. He went up the next dune slower, crawling stupidly with his long arms wobbling low so his hands were down in the sand too, the gypsum sticking to his knuckles, mixing with sweat on his thighs and his bare ass and feet sinking low as he crawled up, covered in the paste of the blinding maw. He was pale like that as he walked over the crest with his cock limp in the cold wind like that and then down the dune to more sharp playa and this repeated several times as he crossed White Sands trailing after his confused horse, trying to catch up so he could get on and make Sorry walk straight for just once in their whole lives, directly to the light.
—
Down the cattle trail, back toward the house, Maude walked. She slowed when the yearling was there, dumbly grazing. She said, Get! But the yearling wouldn’t move. She clapped and stomped and hollered until she gasped. The yearling trotted off, back toward the herd, somewhere out there in the gloam of the Gently place.
Maude reached deep for another breath and though it didn’t come she walked on. She tried to conjure the face of her son. What came was not a blank but a conflagration through which she could imagine nothing. Not Jackson or Izzy or Oliver or herself anywhere smiling. Darkness, save the rib of moon rising, but in her head all was bright as flame. Napalm, the telegram had said. All over her boy. How hot does flesh burn? Does it melt or is it ash rising? What had that rocket looked like carrying Apollo finally spaceward? She wished they’d sat together to watch the spaceship and that’s what she’d told Izzy as she’d dragged the child to the old barracks between the buttes—the half-dug bomb shelter in there from which she’d pulled rocks and chunks of headstone to make a hiding place—had told Izzy to stay put no matter what noise she heard. Oliver would come with Rochas by morning and take Izzy to Timberon where she would need to stay awhile lying low, lower than before. Izzy had said no and said she wouldn’t leave the Gently place and said they should have all just watched the spaceship on television, said she wanted Oliver there now and generally the child threw a fit kicking up cemetery gypsum as Maude had hustled her toward the one good hiding place she could think of.
We got no choice, Maude had said. We’re doing the only thing men can believe.
And Maude said it to herself as she walked: Variations on the blaze of glory. Forself, child. Maude’s pace quickened but still the big house wouldn’t come into view, her steps quicker and her attempts at breaths quicker and the rhythm of them the only thing clear in her mind though she kept trying hard to conjure anything good or at all. They say that as life piles up, so too does the amnesia of it, so that in old age what’s left of childhood is like brief glimpses from a film watched long ago, fragments stitched to some new story that’s all wrong except by now it’s the only one you know. But then toward the end, the very end, with life running out finally for good, all those stitches come undone and all the blank spots open up, what had been lost in them now roaring back, everything coming finally to bear, all twisted together again, a million images appear and disappear, and that’s why any dying moment seems to take forever, suddenly all the story is there again, flashing before your eyes, they say, all at once. Maude got none of that—no past but the conflagration, American napalm—though maybe if she tried she could see the future, glimpse the next few steps, the steps down the rest of the cattle trail and the steps around the chaplain lying dead in the army wagon, the steps into her house and stepping up to the bleeding boy soldier on her couch who would have to really hear her say, My husband shot you. Understand? There never was any child. He would have to say it too, she would have to make the bleeding boy soldier say that Oliver, wild with grief, had killed the chaplain, had gone off to the movie ranch at the old monkey farm with dynamite. She would have to shake him and make him say it: There never was any child. And the bleeding boy soldier would have to conjure nothing of Izzy just as Maude could conjure nothing of Jackson. And Izzy, gone apparitional again, what will she have to conjure?
Time, the child will understand, is merely a measure of the dissolution of things. And maybe the worst part of that dissolution: that one remembers mostly the measure of it rather than the things now gone. So well then, any minute now, more future, as Izzy lay low among the graves.



A Texas Picaresque



OUT FROM THE BOMB SHELTER and on down the highway and near to El Paso she hitched a ride eastbound at dawn. There were three boys in the wagon, all back from the war and eager to make money as roughnecks. The trick, they said, is to be the owner of your own gear. No employee ever got rich in the Gold Rush, they all agreed. You got to be the boss of yourself. She said she could work too and they said that probably wouldn’t work out quite like she figured. Workin girl means something you can’t fathom, kid … but alright, they said, you can jump in the wagon and ride.
I need space between me and my past, said Izzy.
Texas has space.
—



A WRECK OF NASCENT ROUGHNECKS — THE DEVIL’S HORSE — A BROADCAST FROM OTHER SPACE — ORDER IN THE CHAOS OF GUTS — HELP WANTED AT THE HITCH — NINE TRINITRONS & ONE NEW SCRIPTURE — CHARMING A SUN SET — THE HOTEL’S VISTA — EARTH, TEXAS — MOONCHURCH — VISIONS STILL, AGAIN — BROTHER HEEL ON AVENUE Q — RENUNCIATION AT QUEMADO — THE STORM’S LAUREL GLOW — ANOTHER ASCENSION
THEIR DESTINATION WAS an oil patch near Odessa but first they needed to troll the border for deals on gloves, masks, chains—maybe a big truck with an arc welder bolted in back. They chased leads in Fabens and Tornillo. In Fort Hancock they traded their wagon for a rusted Chevy C30 dump truck and Izzy rode in the back wearing tattered welders’ goggles she found there, the green glass clinking from gravel kicked up by tires. Near dark the young vets stopped in Van Horn to get drunk and discuss smoke billowing from the Chevy’s engine. They drank in a bar and took turns roaming the parking lot, lifting gear from the truck beds of other drinkers. They got beer and brought it to the Chevy and told Izzy to hold it and don’t let it get shook as they barreled on through the middle of the night. They’d honk and one young vet would hold his arm out the window. Izzy would pop a top and hang over the dump-bed and hand bottles down as they drove. But first she’d take a gulp to keep it from foaming over. The sips warmed her cheeks and relaxed the fist in her chest and then her brain got to floating in a way that made her wonder if she could jump from the truck and fly. She stood in the wind, raised up ready and willing wings to sprout until the Chevy lurched and knocked her down so she lay flat in the rough bed and shook with laughter like an exorcism until she slept.
Past Pecos the boys were too hammered to stay on the road and crashed through a fence, barbed wire wrapping the front axle. They climbed in the dump-bed to sleep it off, told Izzy to walk on and hail a wrecker and more beer. In the cab she found a few dollars and a military ID. She took it and hobbled on, her scarred leg wonky from the crash, squinting through the web of hairline cracks in her goggles. She opened her eyes wide hoping light from them would show the way but the road stayed dark until morning when she got to Pyote and fell asleep on a bench at the filling station. She dreamed of Sorry, on his way anywhere, brightly. She woke in a panic like she was in the bomb shelter still at the Gently place waiting for Oliver. But Oliver had not come. She had seen an explosion, then Rochas walking across the playa alone. Oliver was gone, she felt. Not even a body to salt, to rub over with red clay from La Luz. She lay at the filling station counting all the people in her short life who could never be resurrected.
Afternoon in Pyote and a wrecker came through. She told the driver where the boys were stuck. He asked if they were rich and she said, Unlikely. He asked if she was a drug addict and a whore and she thought about the great whore of Babylon who would bring about the destruction of all things but Izzy said to the wrecker, No. Aint a whore.
Well, what are you? He flipped up the lenses of her cracked goggles. Her eyes were red, not bloodshot but bloody, crimson plasma gathering in the welkin of the whites. There was no light there. She smelled of beer. She flashed the military ID and he said, The war is changing our boys. What in the world have they done to you? Makin whores of children.
Izzy flipped her goggles back down.
I’ll take you far as Odessa, he said. They got rich folks in Odessa. Maybe some of them can pity whatever you are.
She went with him and at Odessa they came to a filling station where the sign was a Pegasus flickering red. The wrecker told Izzy he knew this winged horse to be the devil’s horse and that it’d been chasing him his whole life. Like a curse, he said.
The devil or the horse?
The wrecker mulled the question maybe for the first time in his life and said, Devil don’t need to chase nobody. I just mean his horse is everywhere. Meanin the devil’s there too.
In the station, Izzy sat. She took her goggles off and pried her eyes open, blinked a bunch and slapped at her own face. The Pegasus reared back with extended wings. But was it flying? Maybe it was just running away.
When the wrecker got off the pay phone, he told Izzy he had work in Midland. You should get to the hospital, he said and sighed. He gave Izzy a dime for the phone then drove off but the Pegasus did not chase the wrecker and Izzy wondered if it was her problem now, this curse of the devil’s horse.
From the cooler Izzy took orange juice. The station attendant said nothing as she drank. She put the dime on the counter but he did not take it. He stared at a television. Izzy stared too: a Magnavox Resorter blaring news from the National Broadcasting Company. The old attendant spanked the little television trying to make its seven square inches of picture bigger and clearer. He talked to Izzy but she wasn’t sure he knew she was there. He yelled to hear himself. The old man kept yelling, It’s the show about other space.
Outer space?
That’s right. Out there they got what you call other space.
Okay.
It’s where all of everything other’n us happens.
Other space.
How many times have I gotta say it!
On the Magnavox a bunch of men at computers smoked cigarettes. Then Cronkite exclaimed, We have a picture! The broadcast cut to what Cronkite said was a spaceship but it was overexposed and static inside. A title card read LIVE PICTURES. Then back to Mission Control where humans in ties smoked maniacally and stared at screens. When the broadcast cut again to the spaceship, there was only static.
The old man laughed and said, Damn. Other space. I thought I’d be dead to see it.
A title card read FROM THE LOVELY APOLLO ROOM HIGH ATOP EVERYTHING. The astronauts talked about the windows of their spaceship but Izzy could not see the windows and, worse, she could not see what they were seeing beyond the windows. Cronkite said, This is the first television broadcast from space! She squinted at the Magnavox hoping to recognize anything there but the picture was so fuzzy. Mainly she saw in the glass of the television a reflection, which was her.
Good morning to everyone in television land, said an astronaut.
Hallelujah! They got television land in other space! The old attendant spanked the Magnavox. He mumbled, Mother Mary save us from the modern madness. Anyway. Take me away already.
Izzy stayed there in the Mobil Mart at the filling station for two months, on a cot in the stockroom, sleeping in the glow of the neon Pegasus. She mopped and helped the attendant spank his Magnavox. He ranted about the war and the war before that war but she was not convinced he knew she was there. When his grumblings trailed off, Izzy filled the space. When he picked up again where he’d left off, he gave no sense he’d heard anything she’d said. Scooting around to arrange nuts and seeds and jerkies and gums on the dusty shelves, he complained about the bitter nature of his species and the price of wheat. When he paused, Izzy mumbled that she’d shot a priest and let a good man take the fall. It was a strange thing for a young girl to say but the old attendant didn’t even notice, just moved along stocking tobacco and bemoaning demons in rock music and women’s fashion. She confessed to him her sins and also her suspicion that they weren’t in fact sins but she wasn’t sure he knew she was there and so didn’t feel her sins were truly confessed and that’s one reason she stopped talking about them. When the old man left the store for the night, she’d carry the Magnavox to the stockroom and plug it in. She fell asleep always to images of far-off strangers barely recognizable through static as human. For a time, she dreamed of nothing: absolute darkness. And it was good.
One night she used a butter knife to pop off the television’s back casing—circuit boards, tubes, cathodes, condensers. There was complexity inside but it had order. She spun the television—watched the picture, then spun to its backside, studying the electronic guts, then to the picture again, and the guts once more. She tinkered. The picture didn’t always get better but something happened always and it was comforting that she had some effect, even if it meant the programs buzzed and popped. Most every night she fell asleep with the Magnavox on and opened up until one morning the old man found her lying there with the television’s backside off. He slapped her like he always did the television, like she was broken, and she was broken, but not in any way he could fathom. Maybe she could take the butter knife and flick him open and tinker in his guts. As the old man struggled to jam the casing back on the Magnavox, Izzy took a handful of money from the register and left. She walked some then hitched a ride with a van of girls headed for New York City. You can do anything you want in New York, they said. And nobody cares one way or the other.
How do you know what you want?
You just do. You see the signs, you know? You make up your mind, that’s all.
There were four of them in bright minidresses, all glossy skin and wide grins with straight teeth like they were born from magazines. We’re running away from home, they said. But they did not seem scared. They told Izzy she had, like, insanely beautiful eyes. And that’s all it takes to make it in New York City, they said. You could do anything with eyes like that.
They smelled good, these girls. Izzy curled up to hide her own stench and wondered if she was even the same species. She had never been so near teenage girls. They turned the radio up loud and screamed along to a song called Sympathy for the Devil and they communicated mainly with raucous laughter. Izzy had to cover her ears. She forced herself to smile which did not feel awful but did not help her to understand what their laughs meant.
At Lubbock they stopped because one girl wanted to bring along a boy who was there with his guitar at another Mobil station, drooling to get into the van. He said they should turn toward California and the drama escalated. He said a new president was coming to power who was named Dick and California was the only good place to hide out from the wrath of Dick. Different maps were waved and bickering about where the soul of the nation lay escalated into hollering about money and freedom. They took Izzy’s cash even though she said she could go either way, so long as they were both places where nobody cared. The boy took Izzy’s seat and kissed her mouth then pushed her out. The van drove off west leaving her in the glow of another Pegasus. She spit a bunch to keep from crying. Behind the Mobil station was a diner with a sign that said HELP WANTED. Behind the counter was a woman in an apron spattered with grease. Flames rose from a pan. She flicked a towel and the flames vanished.
I’m here about the sign, said Izzy.
You need help? Or you wanted? You sure aint here to work.
I don’t need help. You got the sign.
Who you hiding from anyway? The cook sat down and lit a smoke and crossed her legs to let Izzy know she planned to suck through to the butt, and she did. Then she lit another and said, You shouldnta run off from home. Her voice was deep and full of Marlboro and her fingers were stained yellow from smoke, stained red from chile. Under her apron hung a rosary which she occasionally reached for, worrying the green beads of it briefly before tucking it away. Maybe you ought not get killed neither, said the cook. Whoever searchin you, they gonna find you. I think I already seen your face in the milk.
Like a vision?
Like a wanted poster for orphans. The cook stood and blew smoke at Izzy. You look like you smell. Come on and get a Lamb County bath. We can’t have the patrons gag. She brought Izzy around to the sink and threw her a dish towel and said, Pits, tits, and slits. She mimed for the kid where to scrub. Don’t be shy with the suds. And wring it out good before you start polishing cookwares.
So then Izzy washed dishes and rolled silverware at The Hitch. She slept on the floor of the cook’s apartment. It lacked much furniture but there were lots of books which the cook had stacked and covered with boards to use for tables and counters. I do read a bunch, said the cook. Mostly dirty romance. But I buy all kinds. Just having ’em close makes you think more, you know? Nights and Izzy lay awake staring at spines. In the mornings she would choose a book to read during lulls after breakfast and lunch. She liked poetry because the books could be folded and stuffed into her apron. They were written in verse like so much of the King James but about regular things like bus rides and wheelbarrows and birds flying backward. She liked the sad ones best. She especially liked one that read, The moon is my mother.
When Izzy got her first paycheck the cook said, It’s Christmas Eve. Go wild on gifts to yourself. But Izzy had no sense of what she needed or deserved and anyway no stores were open as she wandered downtown. Around the window of one department store a crowd stared at a display of televisions. Another broadcast of another transmission from another spaceship. This time the picture was good until it wasn’t. In the window, nine of them were stacked—Sony Trinitrons—under a big sign that advertised BRIGHTER and COLOR but the images from the spaceship were black and white. The sound of nine Trinitrons echoed wobbly. Onscreen a triangle of grayness glowed. Nine bright triangles of grayness. The same grayness. Every television. The crowd kept murmuring that it was the moon, this dirty triangle on the TVs. They showed the whole Earth the other day, said a woman. A real bright blob on the screen.
You don’t guess the gods see us thataway?
On television? Or you mean bloblike?
Everyone in the world is watching this same thing. Right this minute. Just imagine!
Everyone in history already seen the moon.
All new ways to amaze ourselves with them same ol’ things.
The astronauts struggled to describe what they witnessed. They used the word foreboding. The crowd wondered about that word. There were questions about what was to come. What exact manner of warning should we heed on account of all that darkness?
Izzy whistled and said, Other space.
The astronauts read from scripture: And the Earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep.
Izzy tried to recall the verse but it wasn’t there on the tip of her brain. Or it was there but she couldn’t bring herself to venture to her brain’s tip anymore. She was cowering in the back of her brain, had been shifting that way for a while, away from hope about angels in spaceships, or anything at all.
And God saw the light, that it was good, read the astronaut.
Then the astronauts said firmament. They said it a bunch of times. They kept saying it until the broadcast ended. The crowd exhaled, gazed skyward, dispersed. The moon waxed near halfway, a portion substantially greater than the flickering slice on television, and clearer too. Izzy stared up at that rock as she walked off and banged into a street sign. Just plumb ran into the post like a cartoon. The firmament. The darkness. The face of the deep. Izzy had seen it—the firmament in Trinitron. All humanity had seen it now too. Forever after when Izzy sensed the unbearable weight of collective human achievement, glorious or wicked, or, more often, an inscrutable brew of the two, she would mumble to herself: The firmament in Trinitron, the firmament in Trinitron. It was like a mantra about the unbridled ambition of her fellow fleshbags, the glorious absurdity of it, of them—the firmament in Trinitron. Like new scripture from other space. The street sign said NO CROSSING and Izzy kicked it as she rubbed her forehead. When the crowd dispersed finally Izzy crept back to the store window. She stood alone in the illumination of Trinitrons. The moon was gone. The televisions glowed with Technicolor pictures of boys in a jungle waging war dispassionately.
—
She got a room at a motel near the Hitch for the weekly rate. She learned to count money and fry eggs and crack them with just one hand. On breaks she flipped through magazines, clipped advertisements for televisions, read poems about skies full of constellations in the shapes of women as monsters and thunderbirds roaring back in spring. Then, 1969. The new president came to power saying, The American Dream does not come to those who fall asleep. The cook figured it was time for Izzy to start waiting tables and told her the main trick was being nice, or at least charming.
What’s the difference?
Nice is nice but charming is for snake handling. Round here everything’s snakes and the waitresses gotta be handlers. On account of tips, said the cook, lighting another smoke, you gotta perk your tits and all. Otherwise, you end up at the griddle with me. Ugly gets the griddle. Griddle melts you uglier still.
You’re not ugly.
That’s it. Lie your ass off. It’s the only way to charm snakes. The cook pushed Izzy’s shoulders back and took her hand and put it on her hip so Izzy was like a teapot on the prowl. Above the griddle was a grimy poster and the cook pointed at it, an old pinup of Brigitte Bardot teapot-posing in heels and a white swimsuit. That’s how it’s done, said the cook.
You’re always kinda standing that way, said Izzy.
Yeah, but it aint for bein pretty, kid. Not for this ol’ dog. What’s posing now is preservation later. I get all cocked up thataway just to keep my tits from slappin on the griddle.
The dining room had tables covered in cheap cloth and all the chairs were secondhand and mismatched, like someone had shook out old storage units—stools and wingback chairs and wicker loungers and even grungy chairs that had once been fancy, like Chesterfields. It was tough to navigate the jumble of seating holding a tray heavy with eggs and it reminded Izzy of mazing through the junk of Little Oklahoma at the Gently place. She mazed and learned the skill of taking orders and refilling drinks and conducting a whole meal service without saying much, which was how she preferred it, just posing silently with her order pad dangling over the table, thrusting it toward whoever was in whatever odd chair deciding about the constitution of their eggs or the color of their chile. Customers were startled by her absent demeanor and assumed she was mute or worse and they often ordered without her saying a word. Eventually she learned to welcome new diners by asking, What kinda television yall got? She could figure how much they were likely to tip by which model they had. If theirs was new and expensive, then that was a cue to wax eloquent about her own plan to buy a Sony 720U. She’d put on a whole episode of charm: Yall seen it in Life magazine?! They call it a Sun Set because it’s portable and you can watch it outside in the sunshine. She threw her shoulders back like the cook taught, shook her hair some like describing the climax of a fairy tale: Oh Lord Jesus! Just to be able to watch television in the sunshine! All I want is to save up for it. Plus, they got one advertisement where a whole picnic of folks watch the Sun Set and every one of them is stark naked! But it’s not dirty … why, it’s just like the Garden of Eden! Just like Sony was as good as God! You know the slogan? Sony says: It’s not every day we improve a Sun Set!
The diners almost always left an extra quarter if she talked like the Sony 720U was Jesus Christ. She was faking simple even though some part of that act was who she’d been. When I was a child, I spoke as a child—she might have pondered this scripture but didn’t. Diners might run scared if she went on about listening to God through the Galaxy. Yet it was acceptable and even charming to have a little religious fervor about television. In swooning this way Izzy raised, by March, nearly forty dollars—just about half the cost of a Sun Set.
Then an oilman came through, not a roughneck but a big shot. He folded his suit coat on the rickety chair across from him, tucked his tie into his dress shirt as he ate. Izzy asked how many televisions he owned and he mentioned over his stack of pancakes that there was a brand-new RCA Vista Color in the lobby of his hotel. Izzy asked if she could watch Apollo 9 with him and he said as far as he knew the lobby was a public space and the country was free as ever for as long that lasts. The oilman was with Texas American Oil Company and in Lubbock at the fancy hotel to hobnob with dozens of other oil executives. Izzy took the bus after work and still in her diner apron entered the mahogany lobby adorned with chandeliers. The oilmen were all in suits and ties and their boots of rattlesnake glimmered and for the first time Izzy understood how the oil business was dirty all the way down but slick at the top. They gathered around the RCA Vista, the oilmen setting their sweating highballs on the television’s wooden console like it was a buffet—because it was the size of one—polished Danish modern stylings with a turntable built in and a radio and large speakers on either side disguised as cabinets complete with brass handles that opened nothing. The oilman from The Hitch smiled when Izzy walked in. He made a big show of recognizing her. He gave her a whiskey and said, I know you aren’t old enough to drink that. He winked. Izzy said, I’ll kill you. The oilman got red as his pals laughed. Izzy took the drink and went across the lobby to the color television. She popped open a drawer of dials beneath the channel and volume knobs and adjusted color and tint and contrast as Cronkite’s mustache floated around the screen. She drank the whiskey and went around to the back of the Vista and fiddled with the focus-and-color killer and picture height. The whiskey rose in her cheeks. She was maybe thirteen.
A title came onscreen: LIVE FROM APOLLO 9.
From behind the Vista she came around to watch a blur that Cronkite said was Earth. A tremendous picture, said Cronkite. Then static. The voice of Mission Control directed astronauts on how to hold the camera, telling them to hold it still to let it compensate for light. But the picture never got better. The transmission ended. Back in the studio Cronkite had a whole other set of astronauts who reenacted in a simulator everything that had just happened, because that was the only way any viewer could hope to understand the spaceship’s grainy transmission: I would assume Tim held the camera somewhat like this, said the astronaut reenactor in the simulator as they broadcast him reenacting the broadcast an actual astronaut had just performed in space.
There was much talk of a Westinghouse television camera. Cronkite said the camera would go to the moon, that it had a special lunar lens that captured things in the dark that no human could see. But could any old television display those hidden things? A Vista or a Sun Set or a Resorter? The oilmen talked of a recent spill offshore at Santa Barbara and the number of wells in Texas declining again, for the fourth year in a row, after rising every year of the century. They got good and liquored, the oilmen. They leered at Izzy, said she should smile. She gritted and closed her eyes to squeeze out a little light and see if the men would change their tune. But when she opened them again, the men still leered. They gave her money to fetch more drinks. She’d get one cocktail from the bar and water it down into three and by the end of the night she’d pocketed over twenty dollars without ever cracking a smile.
In July she bought the Sony Sun Set. The screen was small, seven inches, tinted and permanently tilted so you had to always watch from above. There was a battery pack but at The Hitch she kept it plugged in by the register. She built with stew bowls a kind of amplifier so its small speakers could reach her and the cook and the pinup of Bardot in the kitchen. She imagined all the planets as stew bowls amplifying our Earth noise. For Apollo 10, Cronkite had played Frank Sinatra’s Fly Me to the Moon as Earth bounced onscreen. Izzy knew you had to hear the sounds of space travel for it to feel real even though she also knew there was no sound in space. Maybe we make so much noise exactly because we’re alone in a silent universe. For the first weeks of July small crowds of diners gathered around the tiny television as Apollo 11 did all manner of tasks in preparation for the moon mission. Izzy kept an eye on the Sun Set while at the café but when she left, she dismantled the stew bowls and took the television with her. She carried it to the park and to the bus stop and when she walked around the nearby college campus, students followed her as she lugged the Sun Set blaring updates on our mission to the moon. This girl wandering around town all sweaty, swinging a glowing box the size of a toaster oven—she was like the cosmic pied piper of West Texas.
It was seven on a Wednesday morning when everyone in Lubbock woke up looking for a screen. The Hitch got packed with people in suits on their way to work and farmers on hay runs and people without work and roughnecks without televisions at their camps and college kids who had followed Izzy, all crowded together at the counter, entranced by the countdown, Izzy’s Sun Set bringing everyone together. The umbilical disconnected from the rocket. Liftoff: Saturn V riding over seven million pounds of thrust and Izzy couldn’t see a damn thing because the crowd jostled her to the back, further and further from her Sun Set, like the rocket flew away only from her, until the television was fully blocked from view. The cook said, Don’t worry kid. We can play hooky Sunday. Close the diner and find a big ol’ party. But Izzy wanted to be alone for the moon landing. The moonshot was about her, happening for her, or because of her. It was a thought she’d had, and had been unable to shake. Izzy was the moonshot. She knew she was. But if the moonshot failed, if people got all the way to the moon just to die and never be resurrected, what would that mean for her?
I need to be alone for the landing, said Izzy.
But the cook thought being alone was bullshit and a good way to end up lost in the milk again. If we aint got fellowship, said the cook, the moon don’t mean shit.
They drove to Plainview early Sunday and waited all day at a truck stop as young people streamed in. Hippies, said the cook. Oh well. The more people showed up the more Izzy hunched over her Sun Set. It was plugged into an outlet by the restroom. They would need a full charge. It’ll be alright, said the cook. I guess this gonna be your first foray into acid though.
They drove further to a town called Earth, a convoy of sedans and station wagons stuffed full of nearly naked youths puffing joints. They unloaded in a field, countless little clouds hovering over dusty plains in rows, cotton just weeks from harvest, a strange and thorny grid for miles in every direction as they laid out their cosmic picnic. The cook put a bit of blotter paper in Izzy’s mouth. Izzy held her tongue out trying to see the blotter until she was good and cross-eyed. The cook raised a middle finger and used it to push Izzy’s tongue back. She put her finger under Izzy’s chin, raised the chin to close her mouth, left the raised middle finger hanging there until they both laughed. Fuck us, it’s moon time. As the blotter dissolved Izzy reached out and held the cook’s rosary which swayed freely from her belt because she wore no apron.
The cook took the rosary and raised it up beside Izzy’s face and compared the matrix of veins in the turquoise beads to the pattern of Izzy’s iris. Green turquoise is rare, said the cook. This is from a mine in New Mexico. Maybe that’s why it’s the same green as your eyes.
Is that why you always carry it? Because it’s rare?
You may not believe this, said the cook, but I used to be in a convent down by Quemado. I don’t tell most people. I don’t want most people askin why I aint a nun now.
Why aint you a nun now?
The cook smiled and rubbed Izzy’s temples deep like her eyeballs were prayer beads to worry. The cook said, Maybe my church is the moon.
Ninety-five degrees and not a tree in sight. They lay under cars for shade. No moon on the Sun Set yet. The television mostly showed other televisions. There was a big television showing the broadcast for crowds in Mexico City and other big televisions in Tokyo and London and Paris. In Rome the pope watched from the Vatican Observatory on a television that he fully blessed as it showed Cronkite talking about space. Then all the radios of all the hippies at the picnic synced up and blared the voice of Mission Control: Approach phase. Landing radar switched to low scale. Surface dust evident disturbed by engine. All clear. Houston, the Eagle has landed.
The day hadn’t cooled one bit but everyone ran into the cotton fields yelling skyward, We are the moonpeople! At last, the moonpeople are us! The excitement startled Izzy. She floated back to La Luz and her family there beckoning rapture atop the mountain. She held the scar on her thigh and it pulsed rapturously. The horizon burned orange until nine when it gave way to dark and more distant twinkles. The first pictures from the moon beamed down. Hippies slid out from under cars, came staggering back from fields, crawled and piled around the glow of Izzy’s television. Her face was inches from the screen. Even when someone made her set it down so everyone could watch along, she still sat too close, cross-legged, transfixed—like meditating through the television.
As always, so much astronaut work was talk of getting the cameras right. Then the commander stepped down from the lunar module: I’m at the foot of the ladder … as you get close to it … it’s almost like a powder …
But the Sun Set died. Izzy tried to jam its cord into the cigarette lighter of an Impala but not before half the group ran off screaming because maybe it wasn’t just this TV, maybe all TVs were going dark at once, an alien invasion because we’d gone and disturbed the lunar natives. Then somebody on less drugs or a calmer wave of the same drug got the Impala’s radio working as the astronaut said, Okay, Buzz, we ready to bring down the camera? But without the Sun Set, Izzy couldn’t see what the camera could show. She was stuck with only sounds and just the big but now unsatisfying slice of heaven visible from the cotton fields of Earth, Texas.
Izzy stood. Everywhere she looked was a tunnel. Acid doesn’t rise in the cheeks like whiskey. The trip crawls from the tides of the brain and oozes out through the eyes. She walked off from the cars and oozed into one red tunnel until that led to a tunnel of a different pulsating color, a color she didn’t recognize, and then another and another until she had discovered scores of whole new rainbows to ooze through. She wandered spectrums of cotton before finally lying down to gaze at a far-off light, a half moon holding steady on the western horizon. There were no men there that she could see. Other space was devoid of humanity, as far as she could tell. The president was on the phone to the moon saying, The heavens have become a part of man’s world. The open bolls of cotton caught moonlight, became celestial in their own right. They orbited Izzy—so many planets in her thrall as she floated up and looked down on it all. Everything was her. She was cotton. She was pump jack. She was soil and lanternfly and station wagon. She was moonshot. She was starstreak of galaxy and she was monstrous constellations. She was distance. She was gone. She jammed a finger down her throat and gagged until she vomited, vomited until there was blood in the bile and all the cotton whispered, One time the moon … She wiped blood from her lips. She yelled, Sorry, Sorry!
The cook came across Izzy stumbling around a pump jack, sizing up the best way to hop on. Izzy said, I need a winged horse. She climbed the post of the pump jack and stood on the walking beam and screamed, I am the firmament in Trinitron!
You need to come down, said the cook. It’s all only your head on drugs. Maybe you do belong in the milk.
Up on the moon the astronauts planted a flag that wouldn’t ever wave but Izzy blew hot air skyward anyway.
—
For nearly a year Izzy went on carrying eggs and smothered burritos from the griddle to greasy roughnecks, the Sun Set plugged in by the register, crowds gathering there nightly to get their Cronkite fix. In December the diner was packed with boys watching government suits crack open little blue capsules with numbers inside that corresponded to the dates of their births. The boys ate their apple pie wide-eyed waiting for a call to die. Most everyday Izzy and the cook smoked grass behind the diner. Izzy always inhaled deep so the smoke might untangle her ribs. Then she’d exhale slow so the air around her would maybe take on this slackening too, loosen her head from the vise of Earth’s atmosphere. Izzy was smoking this way, one morning in April of 1970, when she saw Brother Heel stroll down Avenue Q. She thought they all might be with him, everyone from La Luz and her mother too. But it was just one man. She chased after him but couldn’t catch up. She ran until her lungs burned, and stopped only when she realized how badly she wanted him to turn around and say her name. He walked on, whoever it was, then she convinced herself it wasn’t him and so it wasn’t him. When she got back to the diner, on the Sun Set was Apollo 13 rising skyward on flames but hardly anybody looked up from their huevos rancheros. Behind the counter Izzy stuck her hand into a fresh pot of coffee, dipped in to the wrist, and said nothing, made no sound. When she pulled her hand out it was red and steaming. The cook hollered and cussed and grabbed Izzy’s arm, stuck the burnt hand under water running cold. Izzy pulled away, waited for the pain to come but the cook shoved her hand back under the water again.
What in the hell is up with you?
It hurts, said Izzy. But it feels like it hurts in the past.
The cook moved frying pans off heat and sat and lit a smoke and narrowed her eyes at Izzy. She pulled the rosary from under her apron. You just keep that burn cooling, she said. Izzy held her hand there while the cook talked of leaving the convent at Quemado, how she was forced to run off at night, back before the Vatican made it easy to renounce vows. She told Izzy of needing a priest to escort her anywhere, of sweating and melting under her habit until she felt formless, of the habit always like a drape of shame for having tits and ass and skin that thrilled to touch, of going numb from suppressing anything that wasn’t obedience. She told Izzy of loving women and wanting to make love to women and wanting a wife to raise a big family alongside and how none of this had happened, even after she left Quemado, because it was stuck in her some way, the feeling that it was godly to suffer. She wiped her eyes with her apron and situated it back over her rosary of green turquoise and lit another smoke on the stove and exhaled at the pinup of Bardot. You’ll suffer enough, said the cook, without doing it to yourself. She turned off the water and smeared honey on Izzy’s burn and wrapped the hand in cling film, then handed her a plate of hash browns to go serve.
A few days later Cronkite announced Apollo 13 was doomed. Crowds lingered again around the Sun Set at The Hitch. When the astronauts survived there was relief but not much, because more and more the talk was not of the moon but only of a place that seemed farther still. There was a near riot in the diner when the president came on and said the war would expand to Cambodia. Then a big airplane crashed in the Virgin Islands and police gunned down college students at Kent State and during a transit of Mercury, Izzy decided she was in the wrong life. After work she let her hair down and took the Sun Set to Avenue Q in search of a pawnshop. The streets were empty. Gray clouds. Rain, then hail. The sky went pale green for a time. She walked up Avenue Q in the strange laurel glow. There were long stretches between storefronts and she jogged between them with the Sun Set under her jacket, seeking refuge from hail in their porticos. The glow faded to a black darker than night and a roar arose. Up and down the avenue, storefront windows cracked then shattered. One truck came, swerving. The windshield busted. The driver hung his head out trying to see around the cracks, around the storm too. He was young, his Stetson big. Izzy stood there holding her television. A churning cloud spiraled down the road. The boy leaned out further. His truck crept forward like it might scoot on through to the other side of the tornado but then his hat flew off and up and then the boy followed, out the window rearing big like being sucked into the sky and then he was sucked into the sky. The boy was gone, dispersed, rising, debris in the cloud, leaving only his expression behind, which was now on Izzy’s face. Awestruck: her jaw hung. Izzy stayed much longer than she should have as the storm twisted the avenue up in strips of bricks and asphalt and chunks of all the rest raining down. The truck rolled unsteadily along the road, empty and undriven. What happened to the boy? He died surely but Izzy spent weeks avoiding the papers so she wouldn’t have to believe there were yet more in her wake who could never be resurrected. The tornado killed twenty-six but Izzy was not among them. She left Lubbock without telling the cook except for a note taped to the Sun Set left sitting in the kitchen under Brigitte Bardot: Keep your tits off the griddle. Please don’t look for me in the milk. Maybe see you in moonchurch someday. Izzy.



BUSTED AT GUSHER INN — WANDA’S SINGSONG DRAWL — A WIRELESS WIZARD DISAPPEARS — APPRENTICE TO A KOOKHOUND — WARNINGS OF HOLLOW PEOPLE — RUNNING FROM THE CIRCUS — THE PRIMORDIAL LITHIUM PROBLEM — WANDA’S WING UNGROWN — A DARK ARC, MAPPED — A MELÉE, POOLSIDE — GOODBYE KISS — PETROLEUM JESUS IN ABILENE — FRONTIER OF DAIRY QUEENS — ASTRONAUTS IN LEMONADE — & A GLIMPSE OF THE PAST, RECORDED
SHE TOOK TO WEARING secondhand roughneck coveralls cut off at the shoulders for airflow, cut off above the knees but long enough to shroud the rapture scar on her thigh, the scar now long and thick and isn’t that something, how a scar from childhood grows along with you like whatever hurt that caused it keeps on getting worse. Izzy felt old but not wise. Just angry. She was maybe sixteen. She circled Odessa for months, rationing tips from The Hitch, lying poolside in motel parking lots, reading so many books that weren’t the Bible, ripping from magazines different advertisements for televisions, learning to bum grass from drifters, learning to stay safe by acting mean and odd, the coveralls like familiar armor to hide her body from men who never got the message and whistled anyway, called for her to get hip to the times and wear a bikini already. This is adult life, she figured. Reading and fending off perverts and getting high.
Her money dwindled finally to nothing at Gusher Inn, Odessa’s ninth-finest roach motel, according to any guest. Gusher Inn’s weekly rate doubled and doubled again as the wells produced more oil, and after one week, Izzy couldn’t afford it. She spent three cold nights sleeping under towels on the broken vinyl straps of a lounger on the cracked pool deck pretending she was too drunk to find her bed. February of ’71. It was cold that year and Wanda, who introduced herself as part owner, full manager, and general ringmaster of Gusher Inn, took pity on Izzy only after the sheriff wouldn’t run her off. I don’t know there’s anywhere to run her off to, said the sheriff. She aint from anywheres I can tell. I got the Walgreens phoning constantly about her stealin Kotex pads like they’s gold bullion. I could jail her but then the Lord holds that on my account. Anyhow, a freeloader’s better than a corpse. Death is just paperwork as punishment for surviving. I don’t want no calls about no corpses. You understand?
The floor of the lobby at Gusher Inn was covered in peanut shells like a roadhouse. Wanda and Izzy crunched around in there, circling each other, taking stock. Wanda was big and smooth and maybe sixty but her voice and skin were silky like the bathrobe she wore always for a gown, the robe patterned all over with pink waves that crashed highest where Wanda bulged fantastically behind her right shoulder, a hump that kept her perpetually stooped like to retrieve something from the floor on her left side. Her gaze fell naturally downward so she twisted awkwardly to look long and deep into Izzy’s eyes.
Is there light leaking out, said Izzy.
Not exactly, said Wanda. But you sure got irises of a kind I have honestly never yet seen. I did note the stunning green of those eyeballs when you first checked in. But, to be entirely plain, the pattern around your pupils, well, that is the strangest thing of all.
Izzy blinked. She shifted and crunched. On the lobby’s television played scenes of Apollo 14 that were out of focus, broken by a vertical glitch rolling upward repeatedly. Astronauts bumbled roughly across the moon in a rover—roll glitch—one of them hit a golf ball—roll glitch—tossed his makeshift club rapturously—roll glitch—hopped around puffy-suited like sentient marshmallow—roll glitch—more and yet more rocks retrieved and bagged.
Piece by pebble they are, I swear, bringing home the whole damn moon, said Wanda. She spoke in a singsong drawl that breezed through Izzy down to the branches of her capillaries which quivered as if wind chimes hung there resonating. Wanda rested on a stool behind the counter and leaned back into a nook of the wall she had for that purpose. She ate peanuts, tossing shells to the floor. And Cronkite, jabbering with those fleshy jowls, said Wanda, like there is any of it we can really see anyway. Even if I could turn the fixing dials on that old box, it would not, I promise you, make a lick more sense. Golf?! I’m embarrassed, honestly, for any man, anywhere in the vastness of God’s creation—inclusive of the fuckin moon—that golfs.
The check-in counter was of corrugated metal. Flyers for jobs and churches and dances at the VFW hung there by magnets. Izzy took a magnet. She held it against a knob on the television, twisted until the knob clicked, then twisted more until this trick brought things into focus. She spun the vertical picture dial until the rolling glitch quit. There’s a little magnetic clutch in there, she said, so your remote control can spin the knob. But the magnet gets stuck a bunch.
The words on the screen were clear: LIVE COLOR TELEVISION FROM THE MOON.
What more can man know? Stay tuned, said Cronkite.
Wanda leaned on the counter and scratched her back with the intricately carved handle of a massive flyswatter. Good God almighty there he is. Clear as day. Wanda whistled and flipped the swatter around and fanned her reddening face. Doesn’t he just make a girl ache? I would do beautiful, terrible things to that Mr. Cronkite, just to hear him talk about it later, like nothing but Wanda was the only news of the day. She hummed through a whole chromatic scale of lustful moans. However shall I repay this great gift, my fantasy now in focus, you clarifying my vision of that pruriently mustached old sex muffin?
Wanda’s tones chimed through Izzy, and Izzy laughed.
Behind the counter was a door to Wanda’s apartment through which she disappeared. She made a terrible racket then returned with a large box. Now, honey, you should know they no longer manufacture these. This might be the world’s last dozen. I’ve outgrown them, obviously. But before that, when they went discontinued, I purchased the whole stock at every pharmacy from here to Clovis. If you’re staying here, you cannot be thieving from Walgreens. Wanda opened the box, pulled out one of many smaller boxes. I honestly do not know why any woman would use anything else. It is the patriarchy, surely, levying monthly taxes and fines for us having been born with ovaries. But just one of these will last a year. This is something you can’t lose inside yourself. Wanda unwrapped a small rubber bell of a menstrual cup and handed it to Izzy who studied its contours while men in spacesuits finished a round of golf on the moon. You’ll get to know yourself in ways Kotex wouldn’t want. You really do reach inside deeper than you think to place it right, rooting around. It’s awkward to know yourself but better than the alternative. The only hard part is sometimes where to empty what you’ve lost.
—
Izzy got a cot in the laundry room where Wanda kept, and occasionally even washed, raggedy bedding. But washing’s your job now, said Wanda. Additionally, you are hereby officially christened our Manager of Entertainments. Welcome to Gusher Inn.
Izzy spent mornings scrubbing grease and all manner of human viscidity from motel sheets in the laundry room where she slept and, in the afternoons, she tinkered with the motel’s televisions. In all twenty-four rooms were RCA Victors in various stages of disrepair, most in cabinets from way back in ’56, all lousy with a cornucopia of misfitted parts, tubes mismatched and electrolytic capacitors fizzled and soldered over from old repairs struggling to keep pace with the long hours of mindless viewing done by motel guests. Wanda warned if those sets didn’t stay jabbering the guests would take up violence for leisure. Izzy got to work replacing CRTs with Coloramas from the warehouse of a repair shop in Midland. On the sign for Gusher Inn she painted the words COLOR TV. Wanda hemmed and hawed at first, claiming she didn’t want anyone arriving with expectations of steaming towels and endless spreads of continental breakfasts. But soon enough she asked Izzy to paint COLOR TV on the wall in the lobby. Wanda wanted something to point at with her swatter when explaining hikes in the room rate.
From dusk to dawn roughnecks blared any old television program whether they were in their rooms or not, drinking or snoring, fucking or, more often, complaining about not fucking. Izzy repaired burn holes in flyback transformers and replaced knobs ripped off by wayward stabs at changing channels to the next late-night movie, dials twisted to nothing by unsteady mutterers slurring prayers to cease seeing double before sunrise. At any time of day or night Bonanza rang out from at least one room, and often from the parking lot pool you could hear a climactic gunfight happen all around you, in surround from every room at once. Izzy amassed a collection of Victor parts in the laundry room and that’s what she sat digging through for a horizontal phase detector when a man said, You appear strong as an ox.
Just say what’s wrong with your set. Pervert talk aint appreciated.
I’m hopeful you might remove that damnable box from my quarters.
Out from room 135 Izzy carried his television. When she returned to hunt for the remote control, the man had maps spread on the dresser where the television had been. He wore a tattered tweed suit. His hands were rough and the nails on his fingers were long, the dirt under them dark as he traced paths on his maps.
I have no knowledge of any such remote controller, he said.
It’s called a Wireless Wizard.
Everywhere maps and charts were stacked or draped, crumpled or tacked up. Izzy tried not to disturb them as she searched the desk drawers, under the bed and in the closet, behind the drapes and even in the bathroom where the tub was full of maps rolled in tubes. It’s a little box with three switches, said Izzy. One for channels and one for volume. One for power. A lot of clickers don’t shut the TV down but this one does.
And I have no doubt it turns the thing on as well.
Nope. Still gotta turn it on by hand.
What fault in humanity, what callous, apoplectic deity would make us endure a remote control that works only to shut it down?
What kind of question is that?
Perhaps, said the man, there is jealousy in our creator, that humans gaze into Bonanza more than Bibles. Or perhaps the creation itself is flawed, cannot be bothered to rise even to power down the box in front of which they’ve chosen to waste away. The thing …
… Wireless Wizard …
… presumes you are less likely to be roused after gorging on its content.
Fat people do request the clickers a lot.
Ah, the remote control: final omen of our doom!
In the corner of the room was a large canvas pack stuffed with gear—a shovel and pickax and serrated trowel, rods and a bulky theodolite, plus a half dozen other gizmos of which one in particular transfixed Izzy.
Ah, said the man. A Sony AV-3400 Videocorder. The Portapak! Attached to the camera by a cord was an aluminum box like a briefcase that held a battery and reel-to-reel tape.
I’ve seen the advertisements for it, said Izzy. There’s a man up a tree filming baby birds. He just sits there waiting for the babies to fly. Pointing his camera at the nest. How long does it take a bird to learn to fly?
Depends on the bird. The camera records for forty-five minutes. Per battery. I have two batteries, naturally. Some birds are thrown from the nest. Can you lift it?
Izzy shouldered the pack and strapped it on.
How far can you walk like that?
As far as I need to, I guess. She bounced some to get the pack settled on her hip. She held the camera by a grip with a trigger and pointed it at the man. She pulled the trigger. The tape snapped and whirled.
He reached over and flipped the Videocorder off. We don’t waste tape on people. We record only the ancients. He lifted one of the big rocks scattered around the room to show what he meant. Izzy examined the map that had been under the rock. That’s a topographic chart, he said. In stereo. You need goggles to see it come alive unless, like me, you have developed a brain for the work. Look here: plains, desert, basin. Everything we know about this region. Which is not even all that much.
From the chest pocket of her coveralls Izzy pulled the schematic for an RCA Victor. She set it down next to his chart, studied the black lines of circuitry against the wavy green lines of elevation.
Perhaps you and I, we both aim for a better picture, he said.
What’s your fuzzy picture?
Deep time.
Izzy went out into the parking lot shouldering the Sony Portapak and walked laps around the pool like auditioning or training as the tweed-suited man looked on. Wanda came out straightaway waving her flyswatter to register objections. She told Izzy to quit fooling with the guests then turned and yelled at the man to quit fooling with her employees. But Izzy said not to worry, it was just training, like for moonwalks. She asked Wanda if this guy in 135 was a pervert or not. Wanda took a long moment to study Izzy’s irises. No, said Wanda, which is not, however, to suggest he is anywhere near totally sane. But I guess I like him alright.
After a few more laps with the Portapak, Wanda let the man give Izzy twenty bucks and so then Izzy was an apprentice to a strange rockhound. A real kookhound, the roughnecks jeered, anytime he lugged rocks into room 135. And she was his chainman. But we don’t use chains anymore, said the kookhound. The term is an anachronism. You understand that word? Something in the wrong time?
Nothing fits in time.
Good. So you’re my chainman.
Wanda pointed her swatter aggressively between the kookhound’s eyes like to admonish him plus implore him to look after the girl but Wanda said no words and the kookhound reached for her. He said unconvincingly, Don’t worry. Izzy watched through the viewfinder of the Sony as the two of them stood holding hands and then Wanda led him to her apartment behind the office at Gusher Inn.
—
Dawn and the kookhound put Izzy to work on the Videocorder cleaning tape heads and threading new tape from supply reel to take-up reel while he knotted his necktie marbled with sweat stains and donned his suitcoat marbled the same. Dog days of a West Texas summer. No climate for tweed but he was the kookhound. He topped himself off with a flat-brimmed Western hat that was as rank as the rest of him. From a silver tin he rattled out a pill and popped it in his mouth. He rattled out another for Izzy. She ate it then said, What is it?
A whetstone. For the knives of the brain.
Like trucker speed?
Speedier than trucks.
She held her hand out for another.
They drove his wagon to any barren stretch. They parked and unloaded from the trunk a little motorbike that unfolded like nothing Izzy had seen. They attached three wheels with comically fat tires. It was like a lunar rover, this Honda three-wheeler, but sillier. A sidecar unfolded from somewhere too and that was where Izzy was expected to cram in. She held the pack and wiggled in as the kookhound yanked the pull start until the engine turned over. He straddled the little machine and squatted on the seat so his knees came up to his shoulders, bowed out like a kid on a long-outgrown rocking horse. They zipped off over the plains, Izzy bouncing alongside the kookhound at a brisk seventeen miles per hour. She’d never done trucker speed but the pills surely pumped harder than weed. Her brain’s knives came up off the whetstones sharp enough to split hairs and she felt her own hairs split to gossamer daggers and point out each grain of sand as they rumbled over the plains in that squat three-wheeler. She held the bulky Videocorder tight to her chest. Nothing could ever record as much as she saw. The clarity within the clarity. High-definition. Whetstone fidelity. Out here in the desert on pills, the firmament was unbound by any Trinitron. Izzy felt high and fine.
Noon and they unpacked, took measurements, collected samples. He’d focus the Videocorder on a rock for thirty seconds then hurry off to another rock with Izzy trailing behind by no more than five feet because that was the length of the cord that connected the Videocorder to the Portapak she bore. And the kookhound would lecture. Day after day, as they took motion pictures of still rocks, as he sifted sand or shoveled sand or paused to sweat in the sand, he’d lecture. She’d set his theodolite and walk off a long stretch planting pin flags while he gazed through the sight level over the distance to where she held the reflector, and he’d lecture, shout a whole treatise that carried easily in the thin air of the quiet plains to Izzy who listened even though she tried not to.
Fool’s gold now, he said. Mark my words: oil production has long since peaked. Yet I do believe there is something more. A meteorite of near sixteen hundred pounds impacted Texas at Cherry Creek in 1903. Another, in 1915, more than twice that size—two tons, young Izzy!—at Juniper Canyon near Big Bend. No scientist nor geologist nor gold digger has yet retrieved that specimen. Two tons of unknown cosmic mineral! And one fell into a swimming pool at Gage Ranch. All around College Station you will find glassy meteorite chunks, if you know how to look. Everyday countless grains of space dust fall everywhere on us and more here than anywhere—the Lone Star State? More like the Falling Star State! And it is all quite recent, you understand. The kookhound held his arms out wide. Imagine this is the span of all time in all the universe, he said. From the very edge of one nail on my middle finger all the way to the very edge of the nail on my other middle finger. He took a deep breath stretched out like that, exhaled like he was the whole universe. Then he put the middle finger of his right hand to his mouth and chewed off a piece of long, dirty fingernail. He took the sliver from his lips and held it up and said, This is the entirety of human history. In relation to my whole great wingspan, this sliver is everything humanity amounts to. Our minuscule epoch. He tossed the fingernail away. He pointed to the palm of the hand it had come from. We’re looking for anything that happened right here, he said. The ancient past to us but, you see, it is still so recent in the whole span of time. This is the key, Izzy! In the palm of my hand! At Sierra Madre is a crater eight miles wide and eight thousand feet deep. A crypto-explosion from millions of years ago. Another meteorite, a cosmic visitor, an extraterrestrial something-or-other that had all of time to develop before crashing right here, in the palm of my hand. What has become of that big rock from so long ago? What riches does it hold? Rare-earth metals but they are not rare on the far-off Earths from which they came. West Texas is lousy with alien minerals that have been around for the whole wingspan of time and if we are to survive beyond our one sad sliver of fingernail, we’ve got to rely on stuff that already knows what forever feels like.
Some days they unloaded the Honda and rode in widening circles, never stopping. Other days they followed the kookhound’s gut haphazardly, popped whetstones, and walked until Izzy’s knees ached and her brain’s knives clanged. But this is how it goes—extending the sliver of humanity into forever. She didn’t fully trust the kookhound but she recognized his fervor. Brother Heel had preached that way in La Luz, not like a charlatan exactly but hoodwinking others only because he was so desperate to convince himself. Maybe Izzy was past believing Jesus was driving a spaceship to scoop her up for eternal life but when she listened to the kookhound’s zealous explications of rocks she got that old feeling, a nagging certainty that she was meant to transcend this fallen world. And the whetstones made her feel she might.
—
One day, when they were past Marathon toward Terlingua, they came upon a mud hut. The kookhound killed the Honda and told Izzy to stay in the sidecar but she did not. The hut had for its frame an old automobile—mud caked crudely around the steel of a boxy Plymouth, the long hood extending for an entryway which gave the makeshift adobe structure the character of an igloo. Two boots jutted from where the car’s grille was swung open. The boots twitched there like ears of a jackrabbit. The kook-hound bent over and yelled into the desert igloo, Good day, sir!
The boots ceased twitching.
The kookhound yelled again, Good day, I say!
Well yalls oughta pull me on out if ya aim to keep hollerin.
Izzy and the kookhound each grabbed a leg. They pulled. Out slid the boots and along with them came bare shins and then bare knees and bare thighs emerged and, like a baby bird, a dollop of pecker atop a testicle nest and then finally a torso also bare save scraggles of beard that reached down from the chin to the sternum of the naked man whose bald head was mapped with sunspots. The man winced at daylight. He inspected the interlopers, their queer rover, and the Sony Videocorder strapped to Izzy.
This my vision still or what reality is yall?
Sir, we’re geologists. We seek rocks.
All things been rocks once and again.
Yes, well, not precisely, sir. But there’s a particular kind …
Theys each and all real particular if ye get a mind to know ’em.
Is this your home?
Hell no. This is my outpost.
What for?
For none of yer goddamn business, said the naked man getting finally to his feet. Anywho, declare yalls’ business. Or if ye be a vision of mine then get ye on like fiery angels jabberin incoherently.
We’re hunting for meteorites, said Izzy.
The kookhound handed the naked man a jug of water. He sipped and splashed his face. He reached back inside his igloo and pulled out a crumpled Stetson and shook it and put it on. He wet his fingers and tapped his testicles from below which made him stand up straighter. There be creatures walkin among us, he said.
Undoubtedly, sir. But we’re after any strange rocks. Craters, perhaps. Any odd formation you might have seen.
Oh I seen ’em. They gone round like any of us. But gander deep and ‘ems’ faces go flat. Losin dimensions and the likewise. Yall ever done eye-balled Picassos? I was liberatin Paris and seen ’em then. Them creatures cubed flat. Flatness is tricks. Thems deep onna inners. Thems growin beaks in ‘ems’ chest, onna inners, and ‘ems’ beak is tappin to getya, just tappity-tappity-tap, woodpeckerish from ‘ems’ inners, right where ‘ems’ heart oughtta be. And ‘ems’ lungs aint but lil wings tuckin up and stuck in there and yalls can see ’em, if yall gander good-n-deep, the wings, pressin out like spines awry, snakes from the cave in the chest of ’em, nestwise and featherin all under backstrap, if yall gander deep-n-all, fleshwise.
What it is, sir, that we’re conducting, said the kookhound, is a survey. We’ve no need to take the rocks, you see? Not now. We, my chainman and I, simply survey and if the resultant data suggests an extensive deposit, we return with an offer for mineral rights. No drilling. Minimal excavation. What we’re after is not so much hidden below, or deep, as you say, but hidden in plain sight.
In plains of sight, said the naked man. He lowered his ear to the kookhound’s chest and hovered there, listening. Then he moved toward Izzy’s chest. He got close and she pointed the camera at him, pulled the trigger. The tape reels whirled. The man frowned at the sound. He lowered more, ear to her belly, then finally down at her left thigh, the cutoff coveralls barely past her rapture scar that he hovered there listening to, eavesdropping on the wound.
Flesh atrickin, he said into her scar. He stepped back from Izzy cautiously. She kept the camera on him. He wet his fingers on his tongue and tapped his testicles again which brought him back to a stoop. He pushed the Stetson way back on his head and stared straight into the sun. ‘Ems’ bodies all lies, he said. Then he lay in the sand and shimmied like a terrible lizard back into the mouth of his adobe Plymouth, mumbling still about the hoodwink of flesh and the gullible souls donning it like prize winnings.
The kookhound took a damp business card from his jacket and set it between the boots which twitched anew in the hut’s entrance. He yelled inside, Cash money for sightings of any shooting star that reaches Earth! The kookhound labored at the Honda’s pull start when the naked man finally replied: ’Ems already hereabouts, monstrous angels, wingwise bur-rowin low in ye hollow ones.
—
Wanda summoned Izzy to the lobby. Spill your guts, said Wanda. What in the world are yall up to out there all day? Why is my weird man friend acting strange suddenly way more than his usual oddball self?
You want me to say it all?
All you know. Let’s hear it.
Izzy thought for a long time, contemplated hard in a way that required closing her eyes and holding her hand over them and thinking about how much light to let leak out. Izzy said, You know about the moon? On Apollo 11, when they were up there, in the lander, they had to sleep with their helmets on. I think about that a lot. Sometimes I have trouble sleeping. Like my eyes won’t shut off. And I wonder if a helmet would help. When we go out rockhounding, I want a helmet then too. He drives the Honda too fast but it’s fun. Just all the dust, you know? That’s why they wore helmets on the moon. They were scared of moondust. It had a smell. They said it was like fireworks. Have you ever shot a gun? They said it was like wet ashes. I think probably it smelled like the Big Bang. But now all those moonrocks they keep bringing back, they don’t smell like nothin. It’s weird. Nobody knows why but on Earth you can’t smell the moon. Even when you bring it back. And they got lots of it too. Not just rocks but all the dust. They said it was all over their suits and all over the lander and there was no way to get rid of it. It’s like there’s just some places that, after one visit, you gotta carry bits of it with you all the way to your grave. And if you did—carry moondust to your grave, I mean—you couldn’t smell it anyway, even if it did smell. Rotting flesh and all. Decay. But also, moondust only smells there, where it’s from. The moon. You’d have to take it all the way back to the moon if you wanted to smell it again. The kookhound didn’t tell me that but I read it. I haven’t told him because he just talks a lot. Goes on and on. But he’s hunting something like that. Like moondust. An alien mineral is what he says. And it makes me think of moondust or, like, do you know about trinitite? When I was in New Mexico they had a piece on the ranch. A whole drawer actually. It’s just, like, little green rocks. Oliver said it was the same color as my eyes. It’s like an alien mineral, except one humans made. It came from the atom bomb. It got hot as a star when they blew it up. All that sand got melted and turned green. That’s trinitite. Some of it wasn’t sand but this stuff called gypsum. Maude called it wounded crystals, which, you don’t know Maude but yall would be friends. She had a drawer and whenever they’d find trinitite all the time, out riding the range, they’d throw it in the drawer on top of old photographs. But because it was from the bomb it messed the pictures up. Like there was one of Oliver and Maude and they had a son named Jackson. It was the three of them. The trinitite was on a photo in the drawer for so long that the picture got like a shadow on it, like blurry or erased some, an empty part that was almost like a ghost in the picture. When the kookhound talks about alien minerals, I think about that. I guess that’s what we’re doing. Like ghost stuff. Like looking for whatever other people can’t see. Also, there was a naked man. Very naked. Just out in the middle of the desert. So that could be what you’re asking about.
—
The kookhound was, in fact, getting weirder. He began to chew at his long nails. His lectures grew more manic, more punctuated with damnations of the popular belief in angels and other such foolishness that had been spouted by the naked man. When they rolled back to Gusher Inn at sundown after long days of rockhounding, the kookhound would tromp straight to the office and fall into Wanda’s arms. Izzy read and tinkered with televisions, sometimes a book in one hand and a soldering iron in the other, as reverberating through the air ducts were the awful sobs of the kookhound which kept up until the cries were drowned out by Wanda’s singsong moaning and then, finally for Izzy, the whetstones of the day dimmed to wind chimes and she slept.
During this period Izzy could sometimes get the kookhound on a tangent while they were out in the field. When she did, she wanted him to talk of Wanda. About Wanda he divulged only a few tantalizing details at a time and did so in the same tone he used for pontificating on cosmic origins. Izzy struggled to keep the two stories separate. It took months but she did piece together both a vague notion of theories on the Big Bang and, also, how it was that Wanda came to run from a life of fame at the circus in London.
Wanda had had, from the beginning, like the Big Bang, a flatness problem. Scientists could not believe the universe was truly flat—which, unlike Earth, it most definitely is, said the kookhound—any more than young Wanda could believe she wasn’t meant to fly. One flatness problem was a consequence of the curvature of space-time and the other was a consequence of the curvature of Wanda’s spine. Growing up in Lampasas, Texas, at line’s end on a forgotten stop of the GC & SF Railway, Wanda had learned to loathe flatness by riding trains into the Panhandle where places had names like Levelland and Plainview and you had only to step up and stand on a penny to see clear across to Dallas. In the Panhandle, Wanda had worked with her father shoveling peanuts into train cars for delivery to Galveston where they shoveled peanuts from train cars onto ships headed to the famous circuses of London. As a teenager, Wanda rode the railcars from the Panhandle to Galveston, sitting in the open air atop a heap of peanuts. Her father rode the peanuts too. He whittled some but mostly guarded the crop by never ceasing the halfhearted flicks of his hand-carved flyswatter. Wanda stared off into the passing flatness. She could see so tremendously far across the Panhandle plains planted with endless rows of peanut acreage that she grew suicidal with the thought that there was nothing hidden anywhere, no mystery left in the world. She would say to her father, It’s nothin but beans. While the peanut is, technically, a legume, her father hated when she accused him of being nothing more than a bean counter. Many times they crossed Texas this way, her father swatting banally and Wanda wondering if even the thrill of a suicide swan dive from atop the pile of rolling peanuts might be ruined by the interminable flatness. Of course, interminable flatness is how we know so much is hidden, the kookhound would say, because the universe expands ever faster and light speed is finite, there are events in the past whose light will never reach us, events in the future that will never know the light of our present. But Wanda did not yet know of particle horizons and so, in Galveston one day, fed up with the flatness of Texas, she waved goodbye to her father and rode atop the peanuts all the way across the invigorating undulations of the Atlantic Ocean. And just like that, she was at the circus in London. Her shoulders were mismatched and already there was the hint of a nascent curve that the aerialists poked some as Wanda pleaded to learn the trapeze. Naturally, being from the flatness, Wanda longed to fly. The aerialists looked her over thoroughly with the glassy-eyed glares of death defiers, then pawned her off on the palm readers. The psychic performers welcomed Wanda warmly. They encouraged her to exaggerate her drawl for hypnotism’s sake and also to trademark a memorable technique for discovering truths about people that were hidden even from themselves. Wanda kept things simple. Wanda told fortunes using eye contact. Instead of tracing lines on sweaty palms, Wanda read the fibrous bursts of a fortune seeker’s iris, her consciousness traversing the gorgeously unflat geography of an eyeball. She used the iris like a topographic map until she understood the depths and peaks and treacherous canyons within any fortune seeker, understood their inner terrain fully on account of the electric webs emanating from any pupil’s black hole. She was good at her job, and she loved the circus. No matter which tent she entered or how strange the act—the elephants juggling or fire breathers sword swallowing or contortionists suspended by hooks through flesh—everywhere were the shells of Texas peanuts, omnipresent like the cosmic background radiation of her origins. The circus loved her too, for a time. She grew renowned for her ability to say a person’s fate in that perfect soft drawl, and there were even scientists who came to study if the future really is there in each of our eyes, waiting to be told. But her eye contact, which is what Wanda called it—like making contact with spirits of old, ghosts of what’s gone plus what’s yet to come—began to rub some circus folks the wrong way, the aerialists, for one, whom she had so wanted to be among, to be accepted by, flying. Over the years, crowds for the aerialists thinned. Everyone in London wanted eye contact with Wanda from Lampasas, Texas. She retired one night to her trailer and discovered that all her charts and iris cards had been burned. Her life’s work had been the categorizing of fates by recording sketches of intricate iris patterns accompanied by summaries of what fortune the iris told, like tarot cards of iridology. And all this—some six dozen notebooks and fifteen filing boxes—left ash. Wanda had made contact with tens of thousands of eyeballs over those many years in London, the eyeballs of lovers and killers and swindlers and saints and mothers of boys lost in war. All that work was gone. When she went to look in the glassy eyes of the aerialists who she was sure had ruined her charts out of spite, she saw not the violence she hoped would befall them, but only what the future held for herself, Wanda from Lampasas, Texas. Now heavy with grief and the fully formed geographic feature of her back that had kept her from the skies, she returned across the ocean to the flatness from which she’d come. In Odessa, her father had cashed in his peanuts for a roadside motel but, never one for bean counting, he had faced imminent foreclosure. Wanda went to the bank with him and withdrew her nest egg built from the eyeballs of Londoners and, just as she’d foreseen in the glassy glares of the aerialists, her father died the very day his motel loan was repaid. After he was buried, Wanda assumed the perch there at the counter, always with a bowl of peanuts, and took up her father’s flyswatter and hadn’t left Gusher Inn—or truly done eye contact—for twenty years since.
—
It had been Izzy’s idea for the kookhound to sprinkle into his sales pitch a refrain like in the beginning. She didn’t know why the naked man had got him sobbing into Wanda’s breast at night but figured maybe the kookhound was struggling to bridge the wide gap between what little his science knew and all the many things Texans believed. They’d sit on a porch, the kookhound gnawing at slivers of fingernail and rummaging through the briefcase held on Izzy’s lap, while an old rancher lamented how his neighbors got rich on drilling rights, how he was sure they were sucking oil right from under his own house, the clever bastards, and how he’d surely take the kookhound’s money but didn’t want no pump jack, nor nothing newfangled neither, near enough to keep his wife from sleeping nor near enough to cause any cancers of the important parts like lungs, gut, or ass. The kookhound promised there would be no pump jacks. Remember, sir, this is richer than oil money, for you are entitled to a greater share of our profit, more generous than any energy company before! Izzy would clear her throat and give the koookhound a nudge until he went on, In the beginning … if you will … the energy of the universe, sir. Let’s have that conversation. You don’t seriously expect God to pull up in a rumbling V-8? The kookhound would go on about how the combustion engine was so violently primitive, about there being energies in the cosmos and therefore also on Earth that were so advanced as to seem spiritual to most of us, that these energies, from way back in the beginning, if you will, were exactly what he aimed to find, to mine. The Permian Basin of West Texas, he’d say, so called because it holds the world’s thickest deposit of rocks from the Permian Period. Two or three hundred million years ago, in the Permian Period, there was, well, apocalypse. Everywhere you walk, here there are, visible in the geologic record, clear extinction pulses. The Great Dying! That’s the scientific name for it. The Great Dying! Over half of all species in existence perished during this time. The dust of them is here in your rocks, sir, under Texas along with the dust of whatever killed them which was, surely, like the dinosaurs long after them, some alien bomb, more colloquially called an asteroid. Sounds perfectly insane but remember, this is … in the beginning, if you will. Take for one example: lithium. Do you know it? You must! This is one of three elements synthesized in the Big Bang. This is the original stuff, sir. But it was like the secret ingredient, you see? In the beginning, everything was hydrogen and helium but lithium was one-hundred-millionth of one percent of it. Infinitesimally minute. Lithium just barely snuck in at creation. A secret ingredient to be sure because now, when we calculate everything that exists, all these elements, which is something we do—can you believe it?!—we understand, more or less, where all of every atom of every element came from and how they were made … but not with lithium. No, sir. There is something like eighty percent more lithium in the universe than there should be, based on how much existed … in the beginning. It makes no sense. And what is lithium anyway? Well, sir, it is the stuff in your television screen. It is the stuff in the triggers of nuclear bombs. It may soon be in every battery. Yes, sir! But, of course, it is medicine now too. Lithium takes the crazy out of people. We have no idea how. We have no idea where it came from. But we know it was there … in the beginning. We know it gives us power and stores power and we know it keeps us sane, when we want to be. What am I after exactly? I don’t know. Lithium, perhaps. Surely it is here. But lithium is only a symptom of something else. Lithium is our lens on creation itself, the power of … the beginning, if you will. Whatever it is that powered the creation of the universe—that is what I’ll find in your rocks, sir.
When a rancher signed the contract, the poor guy usually held his meager check and said, Aint exactly oil money.
Izzy would place the contract in the briefcase then slam it shut dramatically. If the rancher did complain about money she’d say, But lay up for yourself treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt. She hardly thought of it as scripture. There was no need to say it. The deal was already done. But it came out of her the way other people might say to someone they’d disappointed, Have a nice day. The kookhound frowned when she did it but when they got back to the Honda, Izzy held out her hand. Anytime they closed a deal, she always got extra whetstones.
—
There came a night when they returned sun blasted and rattled to Gusher Inn but the lobby’s sign was flipped to GO AWAY. Strange, said Izzy. The kookhound didn’t want to talk about it. Maybe she is dead in there, said Izzy. But the kookhound didn’t want to talk about it. He’d had a falling out with Wanda but wouldn’t say why. He gathered his maps and went to his room.
Blood draining from a slit in Wanda’s throat already congealed in Izzy’s imagination as she walked into the lobby, crunched over shells, went past the corrugated metal counter to the door of Wanda’s apartment. She twisted the knob. The door opened. The room was dark but for the light Izzy let in.
If you lack manners to knock, said Wanda, I do not know why I would expect you to close the door behind you.
Izzy stepped in and closed the door.
Is there something I should help you with, said Wanda. Her usual singsong had flattened to a monotone creep. She was on a tiny stool at a baroque vanity, sat tucked into its three mirrors, a halved hexagon that dimly reflected so many versions of her figure there. Wanda wore no clothes. Her flesh rolled softly and gathered cloudlike around her bones, if there even were bones in Wanda. She was skeletal only at her clavicles which rose sharply but unevenly below her neck.
I was worried, said Izzy. You weren’t out there drooling over Cronkite.
No.
Are you okay?
All of life, they say, is a study in pain.
If you’re sick, I’ll call a doctor. Is it your back?
Why shouldn’t each and every conversation be of my back?
If that’s what it is. Or if it’s anything else. Or whatever.
On the vanity lay one of the kookhound’s maps. Wanda grimaced as she reached for it.
He was upset I took it, said Wanda. Upset that I drew on it. And most upset when I told him what the drawing meant.
She spun on her stool and faced Izzy. For a long while they did eye contact. Then Wanda handed the map to Izzy and spun back into her mirrors where she watched in reflection as Izzy unfolded it, flipped it over, stared at the drawing—all around a black hole were squiggly green lines, a fibrous pattern like a nest of baby rattlesnakes, like a big green burst. Wanda had charted Izzy’s iris.
What does it mean? What’s my fortune?
Wanda snatched the chart back. Has he told you about the particle horizon?
Yeah.
It’s my favorite thing, said Wanda. That there is some past whose light can never reach us. Izzy got very close behind Wanda trying to get another look at the chart of her iris. Wanda spun to block the view and said, I left London because I realized I was making people flatter. I was flattering them, if you will. They were not supposed to see so far ahead, or so far back. When I knew my father would die, I got flatter. I hate flatness, Izzy. But I couldn’t help myself when I saw those eyes of yours. And then when you talked of that mineral, trinitite. That’s my problem. Too curious about peering beyond the particle horizon. Life is easier if we don’t see everything, if we don’t know all eternity, if some light remains a mystery, just beyond the horizon. Anyway, I refuse to make you flat too.
Wanda folded the map and put it in a drawer of the vanity.
The whetstones in Izzy’s veins slowed to their evening grind. She poked Wanda’s hunch angrily. What’s wrong with you, said Izzy. You’re being mean to me. Tell me my fortune. Or maybe you don’t even know fortunes. What the hell is wrong with you, Wanda? You are being so mean to me.
Why don’t you say what it is you think is wrong with me.
That naked man told us about freaks with wings inside them. Maybe you’re not a fortune teller. Maybe you’re just another freak. Maybe it’s some wings you got tucked up there.
To think I had wings. And just one hump? With both wings in it?
Maybe it’s only one wing.
What in the world do you know has just one wing?
Could be one got cut off.
Bless her heart. Such a tragic figure. Resplendent but for her amputated wing. Well, come closer then. Look for yourself. It’s only fair since I looked into your eyes so much. But if you see something, Izzy, you cannot tell me what it is, or what it means. We’re promising here and now, you and me, we will not make each other flat.
Izzy moved closer. Her breath fell on the woman’s skin, downy hairs standing on end. Lamps from the parking lot shone through the window, lit Wanda’s spine curving inward from her ass, curving back the other way, curving once more drastically into her neck. Her skin was so smooth except for where it bulged at the shoulder and right there it was almost translucent like there was light stuck inside.
Wanda’s breath matched Izzy’s for a few exhales. Have you found anything? Am I flying yet? Wanda laughed so her stomach tightened. Her shoulders went back. The skin of the bulge got taut. Then, rippling beneath, like a blue jay shaking off the first raindrops of a coming storm, there were feathers, under Wanda’s skin, ruffling. Izzy reached to put her hand on the wing but stopped short of touching Wanda, worried something might burst out. Wanda turned. Her breasts rested on her belly as she leaned toward Izzy, who whimpered now.
Don’t tell me, child. We promised each other. Wanda sighed. Preserve the horizons, she said and turned back into her vanity. The mirrors made her multiply. Into all the dark space reflected there, her flesh expanded. Three big hunches, six breasts, six downcast eyes. A three-winged woman who would never fly. Wanda picked up her swatter and waved it halfheartedly at the door. So go on and fuck off now.
Izzy backed out and shut the door as, in the mirrors, all the Wandas rippled.
The kookhound was deep in his charts and didn’t even look up when Izzy rushed in saying, I’ll clean the video heads. She ate a whetstone and took the Portapak to her room, burrowed her eye in the camera’s viewfinder, rewound through rock after rock until she got to the desert igloo and the naked man in his boots with his ear hovering close to her body. She played it back, again and again, him saying, Flesh atrickin … ‘ems’ bodies all lies.
She wondered if the drugs had flipped her finally to crazy as she attached the Videocorder’s RF converter, hooked it up to a Victor. On that screen of nineteen inches, she watched the man grinning and tapping his testicles. And then, there was her leg. She’d recorded her left leg as the man hovered listening to it. On the video was her bare thigh but it was different—there was no rapture scar. It wasn’t smooth exactly. It was like a glitch. No matter how much she rewound and adjusted the tracking, there was the man tapping his testicles and there was her thigh, glitching like she was healed.
She looked down at her actual left leg and there it was, big as it’d yet been: the rapture scar. But it was not there in the viewfinder, not there on the television. No matter how much she rewound the recording, her thigh glitched so that where the scar ought to be, the skin was different, almost translucent like light was trapped inside, ricocheting around in there, like her rapture scar was a particle horizon beyond which nothing of the past could be known.
She wired a series of splitters together and ran the image to every screen she had in the laundry room, seven Victors, some in cabinets, some with tubes laid bare, each screen glowing with a frame or two of her left thigh glitching. She took her clothes off. On her cot she set the camera, aimed it at herself, pulled the trigger. She held her scarred thigh up, very close to the lens. She pulled the trigger again with her other thigh there. Then she put her eye in the lens and recorded each of her irises, prying open her lids until the whites burned. Then her fingers, each of her toes. Izzy recorded her whole body like that, in spurts, all close-up, pulling the trigger with her spine in the lens, the soles of her feet, the inside of her mouth, bending absurdly to get her ass in the lens too. Pits, tits, and slits. Not a cleansing but a dissection, a video vivisection. She sat among the televisions switching the function lever of the Videocorder forward and back—there was her body in pieces arrayed on screens around her, glowing, appearing not like anything she felt. She was hunting, in her irises, any hint of her fortune. She was studying her shoulder blades and her breasts and yes even between her legs for other glitches, other intimations of horizon that she could not know beyond. But for now it was only her rapture scar, onscreen, glitching like Wanda’s wing ungrown. The Videocorder played her parts slow, played her parts all the way through, her thighs and calves and soles and then some rocks that had been recorded earlier in the day, fragmented plains where the kookhound longed to find some cosmic answer.
On the televisions, for a long while, she watched the detritus of creation, plus her own body parts all mixed up in it.
She opened the Videocorder, pulled out the cassette, and cut on either side of the length of tape she had just recorded. She spliced the reel together so it was only rocks again. With the soldering iron she melted the Mylar strip of her body in parts. The chemical smell lingered as she lay all night without sleep.
—
It was her own fault, Izzy knew, the fault of whatever was in her own eyes, yet she blamed Wanda for how things fell apart. The kookhound was mad that Wanda had never bothered to chart anything in his tired eyes. Izzy was mad that Wanda had confided only in the kookhound whatever fortune she’d found in Izzy’s eyes. And Izzy was mad at the kookhound who would not tell her what Wanda had said. On top of it all, both Wanda and the kookhound seemed spooked. They avoided Izzy when possible, and, when not possible, they seemed to avoid eye contact. Izzy took to wearing sunglasses she’d got from a cereal box, day and night, reading or watching television, making sure to keep her eyes to herself. Life around the motel became a tense dance of avoidance, none of them really speaking to each other, Izzy behind sunglasses as these two once-forceful metaphysical seekers slowly deteriorated on account of knowing what Izzy didn’t—her fortune, which, though she didn’t know what it was, had begun to feel more like her fate.
Out in the desert, the kookhound’s lectures waned to mumbles. They hiked the plains aimlessly. Izzy lugged and the kookhound surveyed but he taught her the trade less and less. Anymore they didn’t really collect minerals from the field. They just moved rocks, shifted dirt around craters, and ate ever more whetstones. Each day that Izzy wore the Portapack into the desert, the whetstones were less able to overcome the sameness of it, her brain’s knives duller with each rock rearranged and recorded. She got a feeling she’d had a few times before. Her hand in the hot coffee. Her finger on the trigger. Some days she’d lower the cereal shades and stare at the sun. They were out there around Arcade in the cold in December when Izzy said, Apollo is up there on the moon again. And they were up there, three men and five mice. But the kookhound didn’t care. If Izzy had known Apollo 17 would mark the last humans on the moon in her lifetime, she might have tried harder to get to a television to see the landing. But she did not know her fortune, nor her fate, and so missed much of that lunar mission, stuck in the middle of nowhere with a silent kookhound.
Their field trips slowed, then stopped. Even the flow of whetstones dried up. By the summer of ’73 the kookhound had become so gaunt that even if he had wanted to talk, he might not have been able to. He would walk past the pool sometimes and look at Izzy in a way that reminded her of the Gently place, the way Oliver had looked toward the end, standing there holding what was left of a monkey that explained nothing.
One night that fall the kookhound came into the laundry room and handed Izzy a key. He opened his mouth like to say something but there was only blood. His nails were bit past the quick and without them to chew, he’d ground his teeth to nubs. He said nothing and handed Izzy the key to room 135. He loaded his wagon and drove off. When he was gone, Wanda came out from the office and went to the barbecue grill by the pool where she lit a fire. She went back and forth to room 135, bringing out maps and charts, setting them all on the grill where they got good and flame broiled. When she was done, Wanda told Izzy the kookhound was paid up for a year but he was not expected to return. The room was Izzy’s if she wanted it but first she should clean up the mess of wet ash in the grill.
Izzy waited a few days. When he didn’t return, she cleaned the ash and moved into room 135. The Sony Videocorder was there with the Portapak and his theodolite but most everything else was gone save a few whetstones dropped behind the sink which Izzy immediately ate. Stuffed into the pocket of the Portapak was a wad of papers, all leases for mineral rights the kookhound had bought. Folded nicely among them was a single map. She unfolded it. There was Wanda’s chart of Izzy’s iris. She studied the snakes of it. She flipped it over to the map. The kookhound had marked everywhere they’d been in Texas. There were so many marks yet what all they’d done for two years wasn’t clear. From the tip of Big Bend on the Rio Grande up to the Panhandle plains, they’d tracked any sign of meteorites, traced every hunch about cosmic energy, collected so many rocks crash-landed from space. He’d marked their explorations plus leases he’d got or tried to get. The marks formed an arc from the borderlands up toward the northeast of Texas but he had not bothered to connect the dots. Instead, he’d shaded an area east of the dots, an area roughly parallel to where they’d surveyed, like a shadow of their explorations, a dark arc maybe a hundred miles wide across the breast of Texas. Izzy traced within the dark arc up from the Rio Grande and Quemado where the cook had renounced God. Then past the Seminole Indian Scouts Cemetery near Brackettville and on to the Nueces River northwest of Uvalde. The dark arc went over Leakey and Utopia toward Vanderpool and over Monkey Rock and Izzy traced inside the dark arc to Ingram and Enchanted Rock near Crabapple. Buchanan Lake. Lampasas, where Wanda first dreamed of flight. Then Jonesboro and the dark arc went over Meridian and the Brazos up from Waco and Izzy traced within the dark arc to a place called Eulogy and over to Waxahachie and the Trinity River then Elmo east of Dallas. Lake Tawakoni then Sulphur Springs. Then Bogata and Clarksville and there the map ended at Red River though the dark arc stretched on to the edge of the paper where nothing else was charted. Izzy flipped the map. The dark arc did not extend into her iris.
She spent a long while doing her best to memorize the places in the path the kookhound had made. Maybe he was traveling this dark arc now. If she ever crossed any of the places, she could look for him, look for signs of his cosmic moral energy lingering, or languishing. She resolved to believe that he was out there somewhere carrying on. If she could not know the fortune her iris told, maybe she could find a fortune in this path, the shadow of what they’d done. She carefully folded the map and resolved to keep it forever. Her iris charted on its backside was the only picture she had of herself. She moved the wadded leases for mineral rights and tucked the map into the Portapak.
Back into room 135 she carried an RCA Victor and, the first night she slept in the bed, she found the Wireless Wizard under the mattress, right where it had been for two years. For many months, Izzy stayed mostly in bed with the clicker, watching television while wearing cereal sunglasses.
—
The price of gas went haywire and on weekends filling stations quit selling fuel, and speed limits got capped at fifty-five but the beer remained quite cheap, and since oil fields were sacking roughnecks in droves, the streets of Odessa filled with the unemployed pedaling unsteadily on creaky bikes with cases of Lone Star balanced on their handlebars. The mood at Gusher Inn changed as the weekly rate decreased enough for legitimate riffraff to afford it again. The draft had ended and none of the men staying at the motel worried about fighting a war if they weren’t absolutely itching to murder strangers but some of them were itching for anything at all. One afternoon, at the end of the long summer of ’74, a bunch of inebriated amateur cyclists hopped the fence to party around the pool at Gusher Inn. They mingled with guests and drank beer and pissed in the pool. Coals burned in the grill and the blare of Bonanza encircled the parking lot with melodrama punctuated by gunfights. Izzy lay there in coveralls cut off everywhere. From behind her cereal sunglasses, she asked after drugs until one laid-off roughneck dug deep and offered her a handful of Dexedrine. When she opened her palm, he grabbed her wrist, pulled her close, and said he was itching to climb on and ride Izzy even though she appeared likely to buck worse than a bull moose, especially on them pills. In her eyes, Izzy felt the burn of light. Her body tensed at how impossible it was for coveralls or anything to protect her from men like this. She yelled for Wanda and tried to pull away and closed her eyes to try and make the story change. The roughneck was on her, heavy and sour, but he was drunk and she got one good knee up into his balls. As he stood to hold them, the roughneck tripped and fell into another man and when Izzy opened her eyes, it was a brawl. Men heaved rusty deck chairs and pulled bicycles over the fence to use like shields against bottles of Lone Star launched indiscriminately. Some rolled on the pool deck and some fell into the pool slapping each other in the murky water as they hollered cusses between swallows of blood and piss cut with chlorine. Izzy touched the cast iron rack of the grill which was too hot to hold but she grabbed it anyway with her bare hand and the skirt steak cooking there slid off as she swung the rack toward anything that registered as a face. She hit a few more men than she needed to. The brawl slowed to the part where everyone calls out their wounds and Izzy ran to room 135. She grabbed the Portapak and the kookhound’s briefcase and theodolite, then took off down the road, others’ blood soaking into her coveralls, her hand red hot once again.
She was a mile down the road when Wanda pulled up alongside. Get in, said Wanda and handed Izzy a can of cold soda for the burnt hand. They drove and like always now said little though Wanda reached over and checked the rips of Izzy’s clothes, felt to see if the girl was broken anywhere on the outside. Every few miles Wanda said, It’s not your fault. On the radio the president said, I would have preferred to carry through to the finish, whatever the personal agony it would have involved.
Another glowing Pegasus, this one in Abilene. Wanda pulled into the Mobil station. The pumps were taped off and a sign read NO GAS. The Mobil Mart had been repurposed into a chapel, primarily through application of a film affixed to windows that made them appear vaguely like stained glass, plus a thick crucifix bolted atop the Pegasus. Wanda said, They’re Episcopalian, so it’s alright.
Down the block came a procession led by children, girls in beige gowns with colorful veils over their faces, little plastic crowns in their hair, and behind each of them, droopily flapping: little sets of wings poorly made of pecan branches and twine and waxed paper. The girls had their hands out holding candles prayerfully except for two who carried a float, a platform on which there were flowers and a big plastic statue of the Virgin Mary. The Virgin looked not sad, like she was so often stuck frowning in iconography, but was grinning comically from ear to ear.
Izzy said, Did you know it would end up like this? Wanda stared ahead. Izzy leaned across the seat, pulled her sunglasses off, and tried to get Wanda to look her in the eyes. Just tell me one thing, said Izzy. Tell me anything that’s gonna happen to me. It’s not fair if I don’t know. What am I supposed to do if I don’t know?
The procession arrived at the gas station chapel and parted and flowed around Wanda’s car parked there at the dead pumps, all the waxy-winged girls floating by, floating inside under the Pegasus. Wanda would not turn, would not make eye contact. She gestured to the back seat and the box of menstrual cups. I’d been meaning to donate them here for years, said Wanda. It’d be nice if you would do that for me.
Izzy gathered up the box and the kookhound’s things but before she stepped from the car she tried once more to get a look from Wanda. When none came, Izzy reached over and pulled the collar of Wanda’s silk robe back, then kissed there where Wanda glitched.
In the gas station chapel were pews instead of shelves of chips and jerky, a pulpit instead of a cash register. But even these things were moved aside for tables and the feast that was on them. A priest with long hair came and took the box from Izzy and said, You’re in time to bless the harvest. Come. There’s food. They were farm laborers and cleaners of feed-lots and line workers at the soda bottling plant, all women and children. In a storage room, cots were lined up. Behind the chapel were parked a half dozen RVs. The priest said, This is a safe space for broken families. Izzy knew he meant families where the man was broken and so the rest were there to escape. The priest was the only man at the gas station chapel. He walked around like any convenience store Jesus, smiling and praying and laying on with the hands. Box fans were scattered around. As the little girls ate, their wings fluttered.
Izzy got a bench in the kitchen at the front of an unhitched camper. A mother of four slept under all her kids in a bed at the back just five feet away. It was a boxy Rancho El Rae with fire-orange accents everywhere that blended seamlessly with the rust. Izzy stuffed her Portapak under the table. She tried to breathe quietly. She tried to sleep with her bandaged hand over her face. She tried to will herself small enough to bother no one ever again.
—
Days she walked to truck stops asking for bennies or dexies. Finding none she would buy gin and sip until dark. After a month the priest, seeing that her hand was healed, asked if she might work instead of just drinking and she said, Sure. He lent her an old Mercury wagon in which she put the kookhound’s theodolite. She bolstered her outfit further by driving to bars after sundown to pilfer from the beds of work trucks: a plane table and leveling staves, tripods and gloves and wrenches, plus an orange safety vest. Izzy went about selling herself as a surveyor of land. She was maybe nineteen, though she claimed to be twenty-nine, which seemed to her the right age for a career woman. She said her name was Izzy Gently, and so it was. She couldn’t think of a better name and if anyone was after her, well, maybe she was flirting with being found.
Izzy hired on with contractors building small houses and a strip mall. She talked herself into a crew making way for a string of Dairy Queens from Comanche through Zephyr to Llano. One Dairy Queen led to another Dairy Queen and Fort Worth got thirteen. Texans liked ice cream and had a lot of cows to eat and knew a lot of ways to eat them. Making choosing hard is what the Dairy Queen commercials would say. But the restaurants were all the same and built to identical specifications and the same cheap crew slapped them together anywhere there might be a crowd. The contractors paid Izzy cash just like they would any laborer without papers and she said nothing when the men joked every day that maybe she was the actual Dairy Queen come to get milked in her palace. But she knew how to measure land and never complained. Finally in Big Spring and Sweetwater she got a few contracts in oil fields. An engineer with an actual license would stamp her plans for a thirty-percent cut. Highway robbery but what could she do. She was a woman with grifted tools and no degree. She didn’t even have an ID. No citizen of this world.
She paid the long-haired priest for the Mercury outright and paid rent enough to get the Rancho El Rae to herself. She bought a television, a Philco Predicta, and hooked it up on the peeling laminate table of the cramped kitchen in the RV. All other money went to gin. Though she drank steadily from sunrise to sundown, she never got drunk, just numb and stayed that way until mornings when she woke in a panic, not scared in her brain, but in her body all the nerves shaking. At breakfast she had to start the process all over again with a mug of gin before a long day surveying any remote and godforsaken patch of West Texas where someone might drill for oil or erect a couple of Dairy Queens. Izzy Gently: tipsy cartographer meticulously mapping this particular hell, going in the same circles of highway month after month but falling deeper into the heat of whatever this punishment was. Life. Texas. Goddamn.
She was around Sweetwater walking off the distance for a stretch of planned pipeline when the Apollo missions finally ended for good. Way up there in orbit, the last Apollo capsule arrived not at the moon but at a Soviet spaceship. A Soyuz. July 1975. She’d missed out on watching the launch a few days before and something about that hadn’t sat right with her. All these years Apollo had been the only steady drumbeat as her life ran on and on and now she needed the rhythm of space travel more than ever but it was gone. All day she thought of them up there, the -nauts of both the astro- and cosmo- varieties, enemies finally able to connect—out there—shake hands and grin like at any old dive bar. Other space just another space now. After work she drove to the grand opening of the Dairy Queen in Comanche because it was just inside the kookhound’s dark arc and she thought he might be there to congratulate her on the end of Apollo or her new successful career but he was not there and they were out of ice cream anyway and she yelled so hard at the employees—You are not making choosing hard!—that her cereal sunglasses fell from her face and broke. At the liquor store she chose gin. Back at the Rancho El Rae, she flipped on the Predicta. The CBS Late Movie was delayed. Cronkite gave a special report on the space docking. The report was sponsored by Wyler’s lemonade mix. Cronkite hardly got a word in between all the commercials. A cosmonaut and an astronaut exchanged seeds for evergreens but the television didn’t show the exchange, or Izzy passed out and missed it. She dreamed of astronauts swimming in lemonade. They floated down through ice cubes and when they hit glass at the bottom of the bulbous pitcher some thirsty creature loomed on the other side. When the astronauts tried to communicate with the creature, gyrating through a complex language of synchronized flailing, a spoon plunged into the drink and stirred the astronauts back to the top of the lemonade again. Izzy woke, sweating and gasping, a sour taste in her mouth. She reached for gin. The Predicta blared. The late show was over and now the late, late show played: a cowboy melodrama. There were horses on white sand, horses she knew, sand she knew was not sand at all—it was wounded crystals called gypsum. A man walked across Main Street of a frontier town there at the edge of the dunes. Sorry was there, tied up at the saloon. The man said, I need space between me and my past. And then he rode off. Izzy rubbed her eyes. A horse fell. Izzy saw the rider fall too and knew that, for a few frames, it was her as a child dressed liked a gunslinger.
In the background an extra paused strangely at the chapel and its sign—ALL CHILDREN OF GOD, WELCOME. The sign was a blur and unreadable on the old Predicta in the Rancho El Rae. But Izzy knew what the sign said because she recalled the sign—the actual sign, of which she had a vivid memory. The camera pushed in slowly on the extra’s face as he smoked a long, thin cigarette. The camera pushed closer. His head floated above the turquoise stone at his neck, the stone all out of proportion so it was like a little blue torso and the strings of his bolo tie hung like tiny legs beneath his huge head, his hat floating above the smoke, saucerlike.
Izzy flipped through the TV Guide looking for when High Heaven would be broadcast again. She dug out the kookhound’s Videocorder and tried to wire it to the Predicta but the television was too old to do anything except show pictures pulled from the air. Izzy sat with the Videocorder, waiting, hardly moving for hours except to sip gin through sunrise and beyond until the movie replayed in the afternoon slot and then she endured its dumb story until Sorry was again tied to the saloon. She pulled the camera’s trigger on Doc Jolly as he crossed Main Street to the chapel. She recorded the broadcast of the recording she’d witnessed back then, in the days of the Gently place. Oliver wasn’t in the clip though she knew he was there somewhere off-screen simmering to punch the director, knew she was there somewhere as a child waiting to watch it all happen, which is just exactly how she’d felt all along.



SPIRIT OF ECSTASY — HONKY-TONK SWEAT — SCHEMATIZATION OF THE KOOKHOOUND’S RANTS — A PARTIAL LUNAR ECLIPSE — TRAGEDY OF ANGELIC HIERARCHIES — HELLSCAPE OF NODDING DONKEYS — GRAND UNIFIED THEORY OF DREAMS — A DORMANT SWITCH FLIPPED — GYPSUM IN OTHER SPACE — COLLAPSE OF BANKS — GHOSTS BORN OF THE VIDIMAGIC — THE PAIN EXCHANGE — UNCLE WILLIE’S INDEPENDENCE DAY — HOLY ABEL — ABORTED MANSIONS — ANOTHER TRAGEDY TELEVISED
HELL LOOKS ALRIGHT on some people but Izzy made it downright regal to have all of one’s travails plain in the face, her lips cracked but full and bright, face freckled over burnt skin, bags under eyes of weary gravitas. She was maybe twenty-six. She steered her wagon from Abilene to Highway 80 and puttered into the lot of a dealership. The showroom gleamed. Salesmen, young and old, flocked to her, all yammering about twenty-three layers of paint and pinstripes—which the damn Brits call coachlines!—hand-brushed with squirrel hair and a self-leveling hydraulic suspension system to make any shit country road feel like a magic carpet ride. There were more salesmen than cars, it seemed. 1981. Forty bucks a barrel and oil was jackpot again. The salesmen, under their immaculate Stetsons, in iron-pressed jeans and snakeskin ropers, did not hesitate for a moment over Izzy’s work pants or steel-toed boots, her grungy T-shirt advertising Dairy Queen. Despite her roughness, Izzy stood tall. And all the time these days, the sort of people who didn’t look at all like the type to buy a Rolls-Royce were, at least in Midland, Texas, buying Rolls-Royces.
The cars sold for as much as a hundred grand, yet people, otherwise-normal people—Texans—were buying them. OVER ONE BILLION DOLLARS IN MIDLAND BANKS, the local headlines bragged. The oilmen had always spent extravagantly. But now any little ranching or farming family that sold drilling rights carried on being rich as if they couldn’t wait to get poor again. Izzy had no money for a Rolls-Royce and didn’t want one but she’d heard on the radio that the world’s largest Rolls-Royce dealership had a showroom featuring a whole wall of cutting-edge televisions. So it was: two dozen screens, each bigger than any she’d seen before, rear-projection Panasonic CinemaVisions playing loops of luscious nature from the world over with the combustion chariots of Rolls-Royce rolling through the dreamy landscapes. Each Panasonic was a marvel of clarity and brightness, but the real miracle was how they’d got so many televisions to sync perfectly into one image the size of a theater screen—the most beautiful thing Izzy had ever seen.
Then there was Abel. He wiped his hands on his dark Wranglers, snugged his tan blazer, swung his big chin around, and grinned at Izzy. Goddamn. His boots clicked on the tile as he paced excitedly stirring up drama for his sales pitch. Just now they shipped one to Dean Martin, he said. Muhammad Ali got chauffeured to prizefights in this model here. The champ owns two now. Elvis has a whole fleet.
What do I care about Elvis? said Izzy.
Elvis is the only reason some people want a Rolls-Royce. But you’re not some people. And hallelujah for that, by the way. It takes one-of-a-kind to ride alongside one-of-a-kind. I can see clear as day we’re two peas in a pod. We don’t care that this Rolls-Royce Corniche convertible took four months to handcraft. That’s after ten years to engineer, mind you. We don’t care, you and me, that the red leather is bespoke from Bavarian bulls pampered in climates where no bugs buzz, meaning the skin of these seats has never been bit or broke. We don’t care that the leather is stitched with hair from the tail of a horse bred for generations to run faster than a train, bred that way before the train was even a thought in man’s mind. A whole heap of thought and history went into this machine. Prayers even. Pure passion. But you and me, we don’t care. Don’t care that this here baby-blue dream machine has got the ultimate Texas luxury: bilevel air conditioning. By God! Plus, you can put the top down. But them’s just details to folks like us. We got our eye on the big picture. No reason for a good-lookin, hardworkin young lady to care about them little details.
I guess now you’ll tell me what I should care about?
Abel slid his hand along the hood of the car and came to the ornament, kneeled in front of it. He beckoned Izzy, pulled her down to kneel beside him. The Spirit of Ecstasy, he said. Aint that somethin? It puts all other hood ornaments to shame. Spirit of Ecstasy! Good golly if a name like that don’t make you bubble inside then maybe you got no joy and little hope to find it. And no use for this kind of ride.
The spirit of ecstasy?
The Spirit! Of Ecstasy!
It was like a silver sprite, a little flying lady on the machine’s bow. Her arms were outstretched like wings. But, said Abel, they’re not wings. I don’t think so anyway. You can see her arms are regular human arms, pretty clear. And it’s all ripplin like fabric. Robes billowin. Like a toga or somethin. She’s just some old girl playin dress-up, leanin into the wind.
No wings.
Not to my thinkin. Just a regular gal. Classier than most, maybe.
The Spirit of Ecstasy.
Yup. See? You can’t even say it without smiling! Go ahead and try. Ecstasy is the kinda word that don’t allow frowns. Anyway, Eleanor, that’s her actual name. The name, anyway, of the model the sculptor used. You can tell who all knows their way around a Rolls-Royce if they refer to the hood ornament as Eleanor. History is an important part of the luxury experience. But for the sales pitch, we say: the Spirit of Ecstasy.
An angel, just some old girl. That’s why I’d buy this car?
You got it, said Abel. He winked. He had a stupid way of winking too much and Izzy said so. She said, Your clothes are fancier than you are, mister.
Thank you kindly. And even though it aint billowin as such, I do like your outfit too.
Izzy’s long hair was greasy and knotted atop her head but she let it down as she stood and put her arms out. Threads hung down from the raggedy seams of her T-shirt. What I’m wondering is, she said, if you’ll humor me, well, is the spirit, is she like a ghost who happens to be ecstatic … for whatever reason a ghost might be ecstatic …
Freedom. Floating through walls.
Sure. Thrill of the haunt. But … or … is it more like … is she … just accustomed to being static. Like in the past. Like … ex-static.
You’re playin word games, miss.
No, sir. I wanna know.
You’re askin about the nature of what kind of spirit we got on the hood ornament?
Yessir. And what kind of ecstasy.
What all kinds are there?
Delight. Joy. Rapture. The feeling-alive kind versus the transcending-life kind. There’s a whole spectrum once you get past the static, is my point. This all oughta be worked out if you want someone to give you a hundred grand.
I guess she coulda been called somethin other than Spirit of Ecstasy. Coulda been called Ghost of Rapture … but, in all honesty, miss, that would be a harder car to sell.
Spirit of Ecstasy is just so silly, wouldn’t you say? Ghost of Rapture … now, that sounds like the kinda gal who knows how to give a good ride, said Izzy. She winked stupidly.
You’re fuckin with me truly, miss.
I am not. No, sir.
Izzy was bored, a side effect of all that gin, teetering always on numb. She wanted less boredom but lately the only other emotion that felt possible was fear. There is no way to balance boredom with fear. They are weights for different scales. But a drunk will not see that. She was ready to be ex-static, had come to the dealership hoping the Panasonics would fix her boredom but she found Abel and he scared her in a way that was different from fear, in a way that felt like—well, shit, she couldn’t say it out loud but that was the feeling—the spirit of ecstasy.
Let’s take a ride, said Izzy. And though it felt odd, she winked again.
—
Abel drove around Midland in the Corniche with Izzy sitting shotgun. They put the top down and sped by fields of cotton and oil derricks. Izzy pulled a flask from her pocket and swigged. Hot damn, said Abel. I knew you were the party type. He pulled over and showed her how to snort a line of cocaine off the dash without crushing any powder into the virginal red leather. She clenched at the burn between her eyes then sniffled wincingly and took a breath that multiplied by a factor of ten the wingspan of her lungs. And they were off—billowing near a hundred down the middle of two lanes toward a collection of barns turned honky-tonk where they gulped boilermakers with gals barely stuffed into tight denim wearing T-shirts advertising the exact beer they waved around in sweaty bottles as they cussed each other gleefully with teeth bared and danced with fellas in high-heeled boots whose long hair was fluffy under their hats, fellas whose tank tops or pearlsnaps were doused in heavy cologne and under it they smelled not like livestock but like grease and petroleum. In each barn a different band howled, their clangorous ballads never quite distinct yet folks found the rhythm anyway, hundreds of them two-stepping around the constellation of dance floors which were mainly dirt spread around flatbed trailers passing for stages. Abel pulled Izzy through the chaos, in and around acquaintances who slapped his back and hollered for libations and came close to pantomime different raunchy titillations. In ten minutes Izzy got more hugs than she’d had her whole life. Abel taught her the two-step and swung her around so she could try it out with others and no matter how much or how far she spun, he always found a way to be there at the end of a tune to catch her. Izzy could not detect in the whole place a single inkling of boredom. Drink up and perspire on strangers—that was the whole beautiful honky-tonk scheme. It was a night and a week and a month of honky-tonks and then Izzy practically lived with Abel. She got bootcut Wranglers that hugged her hips and made her feel formidable in the line dance, and snip-toe ankle boots with sturdy heels for spinning over splintery floors, wore Abel’s long-tail pearlsnaps tied at the front so the embroidery traced her curves so tight the stitching might have held her together. Boilermakers until dawn, waking at noon to Abel rubbing the night’s throb out of her feet. Afternoons at the dealership Abel smiled as rich wildcatters made asshole demands about the floral patterns of interior embroidery while Izzy reclined in different seats of showroom models like she was at the drive-in. She liked to click every television to a different broadcast, all the news of the world playing silently on the showroom’s wall of Panasonics—a circus tent on fire in India with a hundred kids trampled as their parents stampeded from the big top; a man with a hand grenade for the pope but the prayer of terror was mistimed and the man exploded only himself; the president shot in the lung with a .22 long gun fired by a guy paranoid with love for a pretty little movie star. All the news of the world, a running tally of our acumen for sorrow. When Izzy was there at the wall of Panasonics, she wouldn’t let the salesmen play their car commercials, wouldn’t let them click a single screen off the channels of misery. And still, in Midland, the luxury cars sold.
In April, Izzy tuned each of the Panasonics to a rocket launch. The salesmen gathered around. There was a brand-new spaceship with plans to fly so often that they called it a shuttle. The Columbia space shuttle felt like maybe the future would finally happen and Izzy said so to Abel as they watched two dozen identical full-color pictures of the spaceship propped heavenward. Izzy put her feet up on the dash of a showroom model. She sipped a cocktail from the dealership’s wet bar and occasionally ducked low to snort bumps.
I used to believe a spaceship was coming for me, said Izzy.
Like for anal probes?
Like angels from another planet. Like an ark, I guess.
I don’t care one way or the other. People believe all sorts of things.
I used to know the whole Bible. Could recite it. Really say it.
Me too. Amen! As I walk through the valley … in the beginning I begat demonic swine in the valley of the shadow of death …
Did you believe it?
Sure. I believe it now. I don’t care one way or the other. But it’s stuck in there.
Stuck where?
Damn, Izzy. I don’t know.
Your brain?
Yes. I guess. Stuck in my brain.
I think it’s out of my brain now.
Good riddance.
My brain’s stuck some other way.
Abel jumped from the car to get closer to the bright burn of the rocket ascending. He watched it on one television, then the next, and the next. Izzy took his key and wiped powder from it. Other space, she said. The firmament in Trinitron. She rubbed powder deep inside her lip and grinned to bare her gums and rubbed drugs there too. On the wall of Panasonics, two dozen spaceships went up. Two dozen spaceships got small until they were gone. Then there were two dozen blue skies and finally the wall of televisions looked like one big image—emptiness.
I don’t think we’re living up to it, said Izzy.
What?
The challenge of life.
After that great American spectacle, you’re worried we aint up to it?
I mean us, personally. Let’s do something exciting. Make our mark. Shake up the world.
—
Their scheme was not all that elaborate, at first. Men buying Rolls-Royces to cruise the twelve blocks around Midland—these were the kind of men who were easy marks. Their first and best sucker arrived at the dealership one balmy day in May wearing a coat of fur from the cub of an Alaskan grizzly. The lining was ostrich leather and the Stetson on his fat dome was lined the same. His name was Granger and he had a ring that spelled BOOM in diamonds and he told everyone that was his middle name by shoving his fist in their face. Granger Boom, pleased to meet ya. Abel performed the usual ass-kissing salesmanship then worked his way to mentioning some other local wildcatter who’d come around of late looking to spend money he’d made reselling leases that hadn’t panned out, talking of real jackpots he’d made selling dead wells to some billionaire from far-off lands buying leases, talking a big game about how he could find what others missed. For every gusher in the Permian there were two hundred leases full of dry holes and landowners angry about no royalties plus all the junk pump jacks on their land, all the uncapped wells leaking gas. Of course, there was no billionaire buying these bunk leases. But this was the story Izzy had concocted and Abel laid it all out for Granger. But I can’t tell you a thing about this billionaire foreigner, said Abel. He did call askin if we had any place for him to land his helicopter. You better believe we’re puttin a helipad on the roof now. What a life. Hot damn. Everybody says he’s after somethin other than oil. Bigger. The future, you know? Rare-earth and all that. But it’s all locked lips. So don’t dare ask me a thing. No, sir. I don’t know the first thing about it. And the real kicker of it all is this rockhound of his. Abel got quiet and leaned into the man’s fur coat and spoke in hushed tones. You should know, sir, the new rockhound doin all his deals, well, she’s a woman and, worse yet, pardon my French, she’s a feisty bitch.
Izzy had told Abel ten times to say exactly, at the end, the phrase feisty bitch. She knew that would be the real clincher, that fat cats like Granger Boom would feel both threatened and exhilarated by a woman acting like an oilman. Granger would not be able to resist a chance to make money on dead leases, a chance to undercut a fellow wildcatter and to race a foreigner to discover the Permian’s next great export. And, of course, a man like Granger Boom would not be able to resist the opportunity to try and tame a feisty bitch. Best of all, he would believe he was the one running a grift. Granger grinned and resituated the bear he wore. Say, what’s the name of this feisty bitch, he said.
Izzy barely had time to get the Rancho El Rae out from behind the gas station church in Abilene. She drove to a trailer park outside Midland. She parked the El Rae in the exact spot it looked most unremarkable. Then came Granger Boom, banging on her flimsy door.
I can’t help you, said Izzy.
You’re out here in this RV park looking entirely unremarkable, said Granger as he craned his neck to look inside the El Rae. But I see all your rockhounding gear, little lady.
Anyways, my boss aint looking for any more acquisitions.
Bullshit. But I aint offering acquisitions. I’m offering you a new boss. Whatever you’re finding for this rich foreigner, I’ll pay you double to find for me.
No thanks. Don’t need a new boss, said Izzy. But do be a sweetheart and take this garbage over to that dumpster on your way out.
Granger took the sack but emptied it all over the road as he sped off. The next day, he was back. And the next. He asked ten ways to Sunday, pleading and demanding for Izzy to work for him. On the fourth day, when he came knocking, Izzy finally let him in. She unrolled the kookhound’s chart on the flimsy table of the RV. She showed him studies of Round Top Mountain near El Paso and explained much of what the kook-hound had explained to her, about the Big Bang, about the primordial lithium problem and atom bombs and sanity, about the Great Dying. She said in the beginning a few times. If there was sadness in her about making a grift of the kookhound’s theories, it was only a little bit. She’d never believed he was full of shit even if he was unstable. But he was gone now and maybe this was a way to keep him around. In all honesty, Izzy even got herself excited by talking like the kookhound had, like maybe there was something of cosmic importance to find in West Texas, some reason for her to be there.
I aint two-faced, said Izzy, but I like the work. It’s got to be in total secrecy if you want me searching this stuff on your leases. My boss can’t know. And when you get rich selling whatever we find, you need to be real loud around town about how I aint any part of it. My boss don’t like me moonlighting.
They shook hands and Granger gave her twenty thousand cash—just pulled it out of his bear coat—a deposit on the clandestine survey she was now hired to conduct. When he left, Izzy stared for a long time at the greenback stacks. She sniffed some wondering if being rich made a noticeable difference in the aroma of one’s general surroundings, and it did.
—
Abel fanned the cash and said, Hells bells! I never told you this but your eyes are the color of money.
That aint romantic at all, said Izzy.
They got that eyeball on the back of dollar bills. Maybe I’m thinkin of that. Maybe that’s your eye? Do you even know why money is green? Cameras is why. Back when photos were only black and white they were worried anybody could snap a picture and make their own cash so they turned all the money green. What I’m tryin to say, darlin, is you got eyes nobody could counterfeit. In your greenback peepers I find the only authentic currency, which is love.
Yeehaw. They drove to Amarillo with nothing but a Folgers can full of cocaine and the stack of cash sitting between them. They bought fancy hats and boots and ate steaks of truly grotesque size and stopped to dance at every honky-tonk they passed as they went on to Oklahoma City where Izzy bought diamond-studded coveralls which were like if latter-day Elvis ran a filling station. Why such coveralls had come to exist none could say and for that reason Izzy paid five hundred dollars for them. Aint she a beautiful mystery, said Abel. They’re my church clothes, said Izzy sparkling as she threw dice in illegal gaming rooms in the basements of hotels and the back rooms of brothels. They spread money around for the fun of it. And because they were driving the Corniche spreading money around, hotels and restaurants kept giving them things for free. They already had a complimentary suite on the tenth floor of the Plaza Tower Hotel, complete with a never-ending bucket of champagne, when some guy in a suit said there was a bigger suite on the fortieth floor of a brand-new Hyatt hotel and it had their names on it if they could get to Kansas City and throw some money around in the gaming rooms up there. They arrived in the early evening and sat in the revolving restaurant on the forty-second floor of the Hyatt. They ate strawberries and fried calamari and they revolved. They gazed out for miles over the Missouri metropolis where heat from a hundred-degree day came up in waves off asphalt. The colors of the sunset wobbled each time their table revolved back toward the melting pastels.
What’s it called when eating makes you horny? said Abel.
Izzy scanned the menu, offered up exotic terms: hors d’oeuvres, confit, flambé.
That aint it.
Consommé?
Now we’re talkin. What’s that?
Sounds like soup.
Sounds like conjugal.
You mean consummate.
You know what I mean?
You mean fuckin.
Hot dog! The revolver serves fuck soup!
And everyone so convivial.
Conspirin to consort with the chicken’s noodle.
Soup’s fine. Stew’s better
Two orders of fuck stew, monsieur!
—
They stayed in their suite for three days, fucking and ordering room service and working low through their can of coke. They fucked like an ancient competition. It was like an exorcism that Izzy kept grinding at, like Abel didn’t matter all that much and wasn’t there and finally on the evening of the third day at the Hyatt he said, I aint wore out but I wonder what would happen if we tried it slow. Summer of ’81. Middle of July. The sixteenth, to be exact—a day Izzy would recall always as the day before what was about to happen on the seventeenth. She lay there, hair hanging to the floor off the edge of the bed, the room’s big picture window overlooking the city and all the skyscrapers that were, for her, upside down as she inched back on the mattress so Abel could get his face down between her thighs. She spread her legs more and let her head hang further as he kissed and licked until night and in the big window the full moon was there peepingly. His hands held firm to her thighs. She held him where he held her rapture scar. The moon dimmed almost imperceptibly as Abel kissed up and down her thighs’ insides and made little moaning sounds that Izzy felt vibrate out of his chest and through his lips and deep into her. Then it started—an eclipse. From the edge of the full moon came a circle of darkness until at midnight the moon was over half gone. It floated there in the window, eclipsed, a glowing cradle holding Izzy’s hanging head where her blood pooled in the bowl of her skull while the rest moved in tides up and down from where Abel kept coming up for air to whisper different things about her body and love.
After midnight, when the moon was bright again but falling, and Abel had gone off to a game of craps, Izzy pondered the eclipse. The shadow on the moon had been them. Earth had blocked the sun and cast darkness in which the moon disappeared. Because they were on Earth, she and Abel, it was they who, in some small part, were casting darkness that made the moon disappear.
In late afternoon, she woke to Abel crazy-eyed saying, You’ll be proud of me, baby. We’re back to broke. He held out his empty hands and turned out his pockets and stuck out his tongue.
Izzy said, Good. I’m exhausted of riches.
What next?
I’ve got surveying to do.
Yes ma’am. Backwards to Texas.
But Abel had gambled away far more than they’d had to begin with. He was fairly certain they’d encounter, leaning on the Corniche in the parking lot, a goon fingering the Spirit of Ecstasy threateningly, already eager to collect on debt. They descended from the fortieth floor and stopped to mingle in a soiree in the atrium, hoping to get lost in the crowd. There were a thousand of them, upper-crust revelers of the Show-Me State drinking martinis, dancing to a mariachi band. Izzy spun to the music. People gathered above on skywalks crisscrossing the atrium, the mariachi music rising there and them swaying. The glass of the skywalks was clear and spotless so the revelers kind of floated. At the second and third and fourth floors, where the skywalks spanned the atrium, swayers and drinkers and two-steppers and chatters and wallflowers all floated joyously, like the heavenly orders, a hierarchy of angels that Izzy might ascend through saying, Holy, holy, holy. What’s not to love about Kansas City?
When they got to the parking lot, the goon leaned on the Corniche looking tough but only for a moment. Abel squared up like to fight but there came loud cracks from the hotel. Then booms. Izzy pulled Abel to the ground. Then came great crashes and shatters and whole massacres of shrieks rang out. The goon went pale and stumbled off in a daze through revelers streaming wildly from the atrium, crying and bleeding, covered in dust and holding each other or dragging their own crushed limbs or the pieces of anyone. Some old woman staggered up to Abel, blood pulsing from her neck. He tried to block the stream but it splashed his face, filled his mouth with the taste of warm copper and he vomited as she fell and bled out in front of the collapsing Hyatt hotel.
—
Back toward Midland and Abel curled on the seat beside Izzy driving. He’d got to the bottom of the coke before they were beyond the city limits and by the time they crossed into Oklahoma, the grinding of his teeth was audible even over the engine. She’d tried to put up the top of the Corniche but it was jammed by debris from the hotel collapse, though the car seemed otherwise unharmed. Abel burrowed his head into her lap to escape the wind and spits of rain. He sat up only a few times as they crossed into Texas, into the plains where there had once been infinite peanuts. Now pump jacks proliferated beyond comprehension, nodding asynchronously like a herd of steel donkeys grazing languidly, almost pastoral except for the flare stacks abundant and aflame, thousands of booms forty feet tall, flaming beacons of imminent riches burning bright. Abel, when he sat up, thought they were a herd of the devil’s mechanized dinosaurs and said, Here’s hell. The whole time. And Izzy said, Our Permian. The fire that never shall be quenched.
—
For weeks, whenever Izzy finished a day going through the motions of rockhounding for Granger Boom, she would visit Abel. All night he would do nothing but read news from Missouri and watch news from Missouri, mumbling along—I don’t understand. The skywalks collapsed, said the news, a hundred people died and two hundred more were maimed. The whole mariachi band was lost. Why aren’t we dead? said Abel. I can’t get the sour of that woman’s blood off my tongue. I keep smelling it, like dust and death.
The news said the hotel sprinklers had come on to douse a fire that didn’t happen. Some of those crushed under the skywalks had drowned, the news said. It was all terrible and every detail made Abel ill all over again. He wondered aloud how Izzy was not torn up by it all, how she was so strong. She didn’t tell him it never quite goes away, that sometimes she didn’t eat for days because she got a whiff of something that smelled like her mother rotting. She hadn’t told him anything about her past and worried now that she couldn’t ever tell him. For her, the most startling thing about the news from Missouri was that it was broadcast by somebody other than Cronkite. He had only just retired, saying for the last time, And that’s the way it is.
The hotel disaster felt unreal because Cronkite hadn’t said it.
Have you ever had a dream? said Izzy.
Nothing to aspire to, said Abel.
A dream, like in your sleep. It’s in your brain, said Izzy, and full of things that are familiar because that’s how things get in your brain. By you knowing them. So everything in your dream is familiar except the way those things are connected … all those familiar things get connected in a strange way. That’s how nightmares come on, I guess. It’s a nightmare to not understand why everything so familiar is put together like that. Wrong. Or just unfamiliar, anyway.
Why’s that shadowy monster chasing me? That’s my bad dream.
And when you wake maybe you remember the particulars of the dream or maybe you don’t. But what sticks around the whole morning is the nagging sense that things are put together wrong. Maybe for years. It’s always been that way for me, Abel. I don’t ever remember falling asleep to even have the dream but I’m always waking up with that sense. I mean I’m awake always with it. And the only way to get along, that I’ve figured, is: don’t fight it. If you’re in a dream and the logic of it has you running for your life, then don’t beat yourself up trying to understand why you’re running. Just run.
You are fucked up, said Abel. I don’t understand you.
There’s another option. Other than running.
I know. Bring me the gin.
Whatever shadowy monster is chasing you, it aint unfamiliar. It’s in your brain. See? Means it’s familiar. You know it. It’s you. And then once you remember you’re the monster, it’s a different dream. You still run but now maybe with something other than fear. You’re the monster now. You always were. It’s just you running in circles after yourself.
—
She kept on surveying for something she knew wasn’t there. She’d bring samples and cuttings from the plains to Granger Boom and perform elaborate examinations and explain how there was nothing to see but also how that meant they should keep on trying to see. He’d cuss and tell her to fuck off but he was not the kind to cut his losses. He’d give her more cash to keep on until she found what she needed to make him richer. She’d take the money to Abel who stared at it stupidly. He’d go to the dealership and stand around stupidly. He’d go to the bar and sit there drinking stupidly. Izzy couldn’t slip inside his dream to make him any better. His stupors cleared only briefly at the apex of a bender but in the clarity all that came through was rage. Izzy slept mostly in the Rancho El Rae again, drove the Mercury all over the Permian. But she didn’t ever stop seeing Abel. He was somebody to care for that wasn’t her own self and that felt alright. She might get a dog or a horse but she had Abel. His ability to abide misery was inferior to hers. She could pet the poor guy, scratch under his chin at depression scruff. He was either raging or fetal and, in a way, maybe Izzy coveted those extremes, being herself stuck again mostly at numb, a condition that persisted through the new year and all the way to the last week of March in ’82.
When the third mission of Columbia launched, NASA announced that the shuttle, after its scheduled orbit, would return to Earth at an alternate runway. There’d been flooding at Edwards Air Force Base in California. And the astronauts weren’t all that keen to land at Kennedy Space Center all the way in Florida. There was only one other option. The decision was made to come down in New Mexico.
In one week, a spaceship would land at White Sands.
The news came over the radio in the Mercury while Izzy pretended to rockhound near Sweetwater. She spun the dials but the news stayed the same. In her brain flipped some long-dormant switch. She turned and drove west. Not a single thought registered in her head. The speedometer bounced off its top end. The Mercury roared and rattled like breaking up on reentry. After two hours, she passed under a sign—WELCOME TO NEW MEXICO, LAND OF ENCHANTMENT—and began to hyperventilate. Down the steering wheel slipped her sweaty hands as dizziness came in waves that carried the Mercury all over the road’s shoulder. At the edge of Hobbs, the Mercury’s engine seemed to rumble heavy atop her chest, crushing down on her lungs. She felt full of rocks being spewed from a volcano. She felt cracked up like an ancient dry lake bed. She felt like screaming on the soundless moon. Almost before she slammed the brakes, the door was flung open and she was crawling in the dust, gasping. She stood and wobbled. On either side, mysterious forces ripped at her body and her tongue got too big for her mouth and her bones her ligaments her eyes all these parts stretched like spaghettification like extending beyond the particle horizon as some scream echoed angrily in the nothingness around her, You’re gonna die! Big rigs honked and swerved. She was in the middle of the highway. The Mercury was idling a quarter mile back where she’d left it in the road and a truck smashed through it.
—
In the back of the sheriff’s car, her thoughts slowed enough to finally grasp one—Uh-oh. The deputy was on the radio saying there were no apparent casualties, just this woman in coveralls like a redneck flight suit who keeps mumbling about spaceships and some priest on a ranch shot dead in the face and every now and then she hollers out Sorry but in a strange way like calling for a lost horse. Uh-oh. This was exactly why she’d stayed away from New Mexico. Surely now she’d be in a lineup with an army private pointing her out as the girl who’d murdered the chaplain. And Maude would come through and point her out as the girl who’d driven Oliver to suicide. And Brother Heel would come through and point her out as the girl who’d desecrated the body of her own mother. Her mother was the only one who would not come through, even though she was the only one Izzy wanted to see, was the only reason Izzy had sped homeward in the Mercury. Her whole life had been running from prophecy, the story that any day now a spaceship would come to resurrect her mother. She’d cracked open at the news that it was finally here, a spaceship landing at White Sands. She realized now that the whole drive she’d been bawling and begging forgiveness for being a heretic, over and over she’d been apologizing to her mother, all the way until the Land of Enchantment and only the moment she saw the sign did she remember how impossible it was to go home again. Uh-oh, she thought. And the deputy took her in.
At the station, she phoned the dealership in Midland and kept quiet until Abel arrived. He came in the Corniche wearing a tie and suitcoat and was clean-shaven for the first time in months though she saw by the nicks on his neck that he’d shaved while driving. He glad-handed all around the station and spoke solemnly with the sheriff and brought deputies out to sit in the Corniche and in a few hours, he and Izzy were on the road back to Texas. He didn’t ask a thing but held her hand until Midland when Izzy said to keep on for a bit.
Where to?
They zigzagged hundreds of miles, stopping for ice cream at every Dairy Queen she had helped build. Along the way, and between brain freezes, she told Abel about the Gently place. She told Abel about why New Mexico was dangerous for her, about why it was no good for her to be picked up by the sheriff, about why a spaceship headed to White Sands had flipped a switch in her. She told Abel about her mother. She told Abel how no one in her life had been resurrected yet. She told Abel about the cook and about Wanda and about how maybe there really were angels among us even if they weren’t doing much. When she was done Abel said, Well, hells bells. It’s nice to know you, Izzy Gently. He winked stupidly. He was handsome. He didn’t hate her for what she’d done. Having to care for her had flipped a switch in him, made him better even. Home need not be a place you’re always running from. Maybe home could be someone you’re running with.
—
T-minus three days to touchdown at White Sands and they set up camp in the showroom of the dealership. At first the salesmen were against it but Izzy let a little light leak from her eyes and they relented. Abel made a nest of pillows at the Panasonics. He didn’t think it was odd that Izzy wanted to watch the landing, just in case angels were real. He went to Radio Shack with her lists of different splitters and scalers. Izzy wanted a video wall with one big picture and each television showing a small part of it, like when the laser discs played commercials of cars in lush landscapes. But it was near impossible to replicate with a live broadcast. She tinkered. Onscreen, trucks rolled into White Sands with equipment for the landing and newscasters pontificated about the likelihood of disaster and tractors chugged all day grading the hard-packed gypsum of the runway out past Alkali Flats where Izzy had spent so many nights with the Gentlys. Onscreen everyone milled around wearing goggles. They were fully suited up in protective gear like traversing an alien planet but they were just fighting to survive the sting of gypsum in New Mexico wind. The near whiteout conditions postponed the landing by a day. It was like nothing but static onscreen, on two dozen screens, but still Izzy tried to piece together a whole picture in it. Abel made her drink water between every gin. By the morning of the landing, she had it all working, sort of. The wall of televisions did show one big picture of the live broadcast from White Sands. But the pieces were all out of place. A newscaster’s face was down by his feet. The San Andres Mountains were broken and flipped. Part of the crowd was suspended in the sky.
I think it makes more sense this way, said Abel. Like, emotionally.
Nothing about it made sense. Almost fifteen years had passed since Izzy last walked out into those dunes. The energy then was much the same as it looked now, the public arriving in streams and standing around and waiting just like the extras had done for production of a show called High Heaven.
There’s the sonic boom, said the newscaster. We have a beautiful eyeball sighting of the whole approach.
The spaceship floated. Glided. Landed. It all seemed smooth, but on the Panasonics the spaceship jumped wildly like teleporting across the wall of televisions. For a moment after landing, the nose of the spaceship bounced back up off the playa but then it settled and rolled on until it stopped there in the middle of the gypsum expanse.
The newscasters kept saying hostile environment. They said White Sands was a hostile environment and they needed to get the spaceship out of the hostile environment and the wind was picking up again to sandblast the spaceship and though it landed safely it might not leave this hostile environment unscathed. In the nest of pillows, curled into Abel, Izzy explained that it wasn’t sand and that it wasn’t white, that it was wounded crystals and mammoths had once walked over them and dimetrodons had swum through them. Two astronauts exited in their orange escape suits and waved and crossed the ancient trackways as the newscaster worried that, even if nothing broke, the gusting gypsum would be impossible to ever clean from the innards of the spaceship, that it might well be there for years in every nook inside and out, hitching rides to space and back. When Columbia launched again in June, Izzy watched on the Panasonics and thought of the gypsum hiding in the spaceship. And when it launched again in November, Izzy thought of the gypsum hiding in the spaceship. Wounded crystals in the firmament in Trinitron. This was a little secret between her and the universe, a notion that, for a long time, kept her from cracking up—even though she would never again see the Gently place, some of it had got to heaven.
—
The president leaned into taxing the poor and oil was sucked up anywhere people could make holes and by the summer of ’83 a recession was in full swing. Fewer buyers came around the dealership and the stacks of cash from Granger Boom dwindled but it didn’t matter because Izzy wasn’t spending it anyway. She’d take some for the honky-tonks and put the most of it in Abel’s account at the bank where it would be if either of them got a hankering to figure out what to do with it. Then, one day in October, the First National Bank of Midland went bust. Years of bad loans to energy fat cats and that was that. Izzy went down to see if it was true. Angry crowds roamed the bank’s parking lot hollering about deposits but the sheriff wouldn’t let anyone in. Men carried out computers and boxes of documents and chairs and lamps but there was no money coming out of the bank. Take it up with the government, said the sheriff. Take it up with oil barons. The Feds own it all now. Whether it is worth nothin or not.
At the dealership Abel was trying to coordinate with a half dozen tow trucks hunting repossession bounties. Izzy took him into the office, told him their money at the bank was gone. I know, said Abel. Shit. The bank had loans on damn near everything. A billion dollars. Whole neighborhoods of people’s homes. A million acres. Five hundred businesses. Inclusive of this here dealership. The Feds are comin to take it all over. Sure to liquidate whatever’s left.
What do we do?
Well, we hang around through a few years of lawsuits and hope our ten grand shakes out at the end. Hope the courts don’t sniff around you too much. Or … we grab what we can and skedaddle.
Together?
Nobody writes nothin down in Texas. It’s all handshakes. Can’t hardly trace a handshake. Billions of dollars. Nobody’s gonna miss a thing here or there. I say we take the Corniche. Together.
What about the Panasonics?
Hell, we can’t lift those. But maybe I got something better. Had it on order for your spaceships.
Abel went to the garage and came back with a heavy box that said SONY. They put it in the Corniche with whatever they could grab from the showroom bar and drove off from the dealership. They stopped at Abel’s for clothes and drugs then went to Izzy’s Rancho El Rae, hooked it up behind the Corniche, and drove east until they were gone from West Texas.
—
Barbed wire and different mean dogs on chains whose syncopated array of angry barks punctuated the night. They were in the dark yard of Camelot, a trailer park up the Brazos from Waco near a place called Eulogy. Izzy unpacked the Sony box, her prize spoil from the bust of Rolls-Royce Midland. Inside was a long cube, nearly two feet, off-white, and weighing over thirty pounds. It was an ugly thing but it said VIDIMAGIC on the side. The standout feature, according to the operating manual: minimal setup. Just plug it in and point it at something, adjust the size and focus. Turn down the lights. Watch. The world’s first portable video projector. It had an integrated Betamax and UHF/VHF tuner plus audio and video inputs. There was a remote control and a speaker. It was like regular tube television in the guts but smaller. An Indexetron, the manual called it. The Trinitron, evolved. One little gun firing all three colors for the picture.
She dug around in the Rancho El Rae and brought out the kookhound’s Portapak. It was quaint beside the Vidimagic. She took a tape from the camera and loaded it into the Vidimagic then hot-wired that bulky projector to the battery of their Corniche.
Abracadabra, she said.
There, projected in the smoke above their firepit, was the face of Doc Jolly.
The citizens of Camelot came around to ogle the Rolls-Royce Corniche, to see what fresh fools had blown into the kingdom, but they hung around to gander at the pictures projected into smoke by the Vidimagic, scenes from an old television Western shot on dunes of white sand by the Gently place, scenes of Sorry and Doc Jolly and a gunslinger saying, I need space between me and my past—all the scenes of High Heaven.
What kinda name is that for a Western anyway, said Abel. You ever heard a cowboy talk about high heaven? They only do that when something stinks. Like: This feedlot stinks to high heaven. Or: The lies of such and such politician reek to high heaven. Hey, everybody, our show stinks to high heaven. No wonder nobody’s ever seen it.
I like it, said Izzy. Like there’s a level way up in heaven that’s just full of bad smells.
From your ass to god’s nose. What’s the worst thing you’ve smelled?
My mother waiting for a spaceship.
Damn. That’s dark, Izzy.
You?
Just different cheeses, I guess. But why in the world would heaven need levels anyway? What are the castes of paradise? And why would they save the highest level for stink?
Maybe, said Izzy, it’s like there are some things that are wrong in ways there aint rules for. Or like wrong in a way that’s kinda right. Like the stinkiest cheese that gets to be a delicacy. And that confuses flunkies of the lower levels. Then those sins gotta skip straight to God for arbitration. Straight to high heaven. And maybe God says, It’s all good, you get to stay. You did something so intricate in its moral complexity, only the most righteous could have navigated it. You got a stench that is divine, says God, maybe.
What happens if God don’t like the stink of your cheese?
Well then I guess it’s a long way down from high heaven.
—
They charged into ’84 looking to come out of the bust with a revamped scheme for fleecing oilmen. But when the wealthy decline and your vocation is theft, the likelihood of finding nobility in the act dissipates.
Abel got ahold of some flyers going around Camelot that read: DEAR FUTURE OIL BARON. The flyers advertised lotteries for a chance to buy mineral leases owned by outfits that were in default with the banks. Scammers promised folks a shot at a share of the next boom, if only they’d send five hundred bucks to throw their hats into the lottery: Millions of dollars in oil! The best and only chance for the average Joe! Their bust is your boom! Et cetera. Maybe a farmer here or there would actually win the lottery and get a chance to offer on a lease but then the scammer would need them to take out loans to develop the lease and make down payments on equipment and in no time the farmer would be underwater wishing he’d never had such good luck in the lottery.
We ought to have a flyer of our own, said Izzy. There’s gotta be a way to scam people into helping themselves, like something intricate in its moral complexity. She brainstormed aloud and Abel scribbled down the outlandish horseshit she hurled his way—glorious misinformations and truly griftful prevarications but all of it mindful that coercion was no path to faith, that most folks will only ever find their way to new beliefs and fresh hope through desperation for a sense of superiority over their neighbor. In a week they had a draft for the printers. They returned to Camelot with one thousand copies on hot-pink and neon-green cardstock, plus a few hundred certificates stating positive results of an independent Survey & Exorcism.
Dear God-Fearing and Exceedingly Upright Texan,
On behalf of Sir Dick Q. Brandstone IV, formerly of Superior Oil Company in California and beyond, we write to notify you that your land is identified as contaminated and, indeed, thoroughly mistreated, mishandled, and generally accursed by the owning interests of the mineral rights beneath your properties. As you surely have understood, these barons of oil have erred wildly in all respects of their business and undoubtedly you no doubt and doubtless know firsthand and with your own Christian eyes of the consequent misery herein and throughout the Great State of Texas. Our mission, at the new and advanced Spirit Energy and Exploration Corp. Inc., is to remedy, rectify, and indeed fix all wrongs perpetrated by barons such as Mobil Oil. Mister Sir Dick Q. Brandstone IV and his scientists (including, full disclosure and transparency, some of the few trustworthy Russians), recently employed in space explorations such as NASA and others, have concluded a yearslong study of future and rare-earth minerals that have heretofore been ignored by all barons of oil. That red winged horse of Mobil Oil that has dogged your life need not damn you to hell! Make no mistake! Our undertaking is for profit! However, given the experiences of Mister Sir Dick Q. Brandstone IV with the misery of oil busts the world over, as you no doubt know from the biography of his travels written up in Time magazine some issues ago, Spirit Energy and Exploration Corp. Inc. has a mission to exploit these clean cosmic fuels while also, as mentioned, remedy, rectify, and indeed fix wrongs, past and perpetrated, by BIG OIL & GAS. Thus, the recommendation, from our scientists and executives of business and ethics, is to purchase from bankruptcy the lease now attached to your property and revert ownership to you, provided you sign agreements for profit sharing on any future rare-earth clean-energy minerals found on your lease by Spirit Energy and Exploration Corp. Inc. This process can begin as soon as your property is verified and authenticated via the future rare-earth survey of clean-energy minerals, which includes the exorcism of fossil fuel zombie wells, etc. You’ve no doubt scheduled or completed said Survey & Exorcism, of which there is an allowance of eight per county, and therefore no further action is needed on your part.
LEGAL ADDENDUM: Please disregard any rumor, hearsay (or heresy), and general scuttlebutt regarding ghosts, spirit energies, demons (or aliens), including but not limited to crashes of extraterrestrial craft and abductions or bodily assumptions. Spirit Energy and Exploration Corp. Inc. is a scientific business producing clean energy and returning profits to the common man of which you are no doubt an exceptional example and leading pillar of therewith. No affiliation exists between Spirit Energy and other worlds/dimensions. Any heathens or Texans purporting as much may be disqualified from investment.
Izzy and Abel made clear to their fellow citizens of Camelot that they were in no way affiliated with Spirit Energy. They were merely independent surveyors, though it was really nobody’s business one way or the other. As their fellow citizens went around Waco gossiping about their new neighbors driving a fancy Corniche, Abel and Izzy headed back into the Permian, stopping at county offices to research leases in bankruptcy. When they found one, they’d deposit in the mailbox of the family living on that bankrupt lease a flyer in a big envelope clearly and purposefully misaddressed to some other family who lived a few miles down the lane. The folks with a bum lease would then do what folks do, which is covet their neighbor. In this case, they’d covet the fact that their neighbor had figured a way out of the bust with this so-called Spirit Energy. They’d track down Izzy and Abel and beg to get a Survey & Exorcism of their own. Then, presented with positive results, they’d purchase the mineral rights to their own land out of bankruptcy in hopes of selling them directly to Spirit Energy. When Spirit Energy proved a scam, at least they’d again own their land all the way down. And if they could just hang on, they’d be set up for when the next boom came around.
It was, in short, a scheme that stank to high heaven.
After a few weeks of laying the groundwork—including nights at every bar they could find, assuring all drinkers willing to listen that they, Abel and Izzy, were independent surveyors totally unaffiliated with any Spirit Energy—they returned to Camelot to let their grift ferment.
It was March when a man named Lee came knocking on the door of the Rancho El Rae. We can’t help you, Mr. Lee, said Izzy. It seems there’s been an error. We don’t have your property listed on our approved sites. Are you certain the offer was addressed to you?
I don’t give no damn what’s approved, said Lee. I drove out here three hours not includin twenty hours it took trackin yall down to begin with.
It’s out of our hands, said Abel.
Well now are yall an independent outfit or are yall not?
Yessir.
Yessir which way?
Yessir to our independence.
So then by my math I aint gotta care about no lists. I’m hirin you independent of any damn lists. Three hours I drove here. Put that on your list. Put on your list that I got holes punched all over my land by that damn red horse and I aint got a dime. I need this. My family needs this.
Abel and Izzy buttoned up the Rancho El Rae and hitched it to the Corniche and followed Lee three hours to his spread outside San Angelo where he kept hogs, goats, donkeys, and cattle. Spread across his dusty acreage were a dozen motionless pump jacks and various other abandoned holes.
We’ll be a few days and prefer not to be bothered none, said Izzy.
Or monitored, said Abel. Which is a bother.
And we’ll need that five-hundred-dollar deposit up front. Which is now.
They set up camp near a well left uncapped, a zombie well, like so many across Texas, now leaking methane. They worked until midnight fitting the well with a cap that included an exhaust pipe running along the ground. When it was as dark as it would get, just before dawn, they sparked the methane flowing out from the well through their exhaust. Flames shot along the ground, scorched the brush for twenty or thirty feet. They closed the exhaust. Brush smoldered and sent up a wall of smoke. They waited. At the house, lights came on. Hollering. A truck started. Lee was awake and mad and coming their way. Izzy had the Vidimagic hot-wired to the Corniche and she fired it up. She aimed the Vidimagic at the backside of the smoke screen they’d made. Abel periodically opened the exhaust to shoot more flames, make more smoke, get the screen primed for projection.
So then there on the plains appeared the floating face of Doc Jolly.
Then scenes of Sorry, galloping. Sorry tied to the saloon.
Different gunslingers, wavy and mutated.
Lee stopped his truck a few hundred yards off. He opened the door and stood up out of it, held on to his cab, leaned and squinted and scratched his head as apparitions of the Old West poured from his zombie wells and morphed over his land.
Izzy sat behind the smoke screen in the Corniche. The Vidimagic whirred. She closed one eye, then the other. Watching the projections, she realized they were in color and wondered where the color had come from. The production at White Sands had been shot in color but she knew the Predicta television on which she had recorded these images was a model only available in black and white. Yet the color had been there. And it was here too. It was just one of those things. There were some memories so full with the brightness of pain that you had to carry them always in Technicolor. Her time at the Gently place was so vivid that it had altered the spectrum of the story’s light. She thought of the moonlight on the flushed skin of Maude’s face before she turned and left Izzy to cower low in the bomb shelter. She thought of Oliver wrapped around her helping to hold the gun as she learned to shoot scorpions glowing lunar blue. She thought of her mother lying there going slowly to rot as she brushed red dye through her hair, the clay of La Luz hardening on her skin. There over the Permian were apparitions she’d made but she thought only of ghosts she’d got for doing nothing but being born. This must be the flow of things, all of life one great big pain exchange. You take some and you pass it on. You don’t worry none about running low because there will be more to come, more to pass along. You look at it one way and it’s a bleak cycle sure to bring you down just to think about. You look at it the other way and it’s a triumph, how we live to share the burden. The way she had held Abel’s pain when the hotel collapsed. The way he had held hers when a spaceship came to White Sands. On the big scale, the pain exchange was awful and endless. On the small scale, the pain exchange was love. Izzy sat in the Corniche closing one eye and then the other, fixing to see if there was any way to look at it both ways at once.
The next night Abel and Izzy set up at another zombie wellhead leaking methane. This time Lee was there before sunset, a half mile off with his whole family in the truck, passing around two sets of binoculars between the eight of them, waiting to see the apparitions of exorcism. Izzy made a show of setting up her surveying gear until it was dark and then they repeated the same show as the night before. Cap the well. Fit the exhaust. Light the flame. Spark the brush. Conjure ghosts in the smoke screen.
On the third night, Lee wasn’t anywhere in sight. They put on the show anyhow.
We should have upped the price, said Izzy.
You’re the one adamant about something more than money.
Sure. But money don’t hurt.
It might.
I know.
Their plan, such as it was, was meant to convince Lee and others like him that there was something important about his land that couldn’t yet be fathomed. He would march right down to the county office and buy his own mineral rights out of bankruptcy and then he would control his own fate. Anybody who responded to their wild flyer had a propensity for the fervent extreme of strange faith. Abel and Izzy figured that might be the one thing they could marshal to overpower the winged red horse wreaking havoc on Texas. If nothing else, at least they were capping a few zombie wells for the guy, so it wasn’t a total scam. Since the bust, there were over a million such leaking wellheads in West Texas. Whatever they managed to cap was an inconsequential dent in the grand scheme but was just enough for rationalizations. When they pulled up to Lee’s house in their absurd outfit after the third night, they saw on his face how they’d miscalculated.
I’m not a stupid man, said Lee. I know yall out there doin tricks and whatnot. Got my wife so nervous she’s twitchin. I oughta lay into yall for that. I oughta call the sheriff. My wife ought not twitch that way.
Okay, said Izzy. Call whoever, so long as you pay. In Lee’s eyes was anger but it wasn’t reaching out toward Izzy and Abel, just bubbling up and then sinking back inside of him. He could go ahead and admit he’d been swindled, or he could lean into the thing all people wanted—the belief that there was something special about his home. Anyway, Lee wasn’t a fool. Probably he was ready to pack up the whole family and move on from this cursed place and that was the opposite of what Izzy and Abel had hoped. But he did pay the other five hundred dollars. He searched Izzy’s eyes and she let him see a glint of the light and he said, I’m payin you not because I believe you done any good but because I’m scared you got other tricks. Kinda feels like tithing at church in that way. Izzy said, Amen. She gave him the certificate of Survey & Exorcism and then drove off with Abel. It went this way for the rest of the year, them back and forth from Camelot as another scorned Texan of just enough faith and just enough greed sought to outscheme a neighbor. And over the Permian proliferated the many ghosts of High Heaven.
—
The cry was eighty-five in ’85, everyone praying the price per barrel would rebound to at least that sum in the coming year but it did not and kept dropping toward ten dollars and most got to mumbling, Stay alive in ’85. By then Izzy and Abel had handed out ninety certificates of Survey & Exorcism but there were notices showing up in local papers that Spirit Energy and Exploration Corp. Inc. was a scam. The Abilene Reporter even published its flyer alongside a picture of them sitting in the Corniche acting rich. Spirit Energy was likely not long for this world and Izzy said so as they neared completion of a hundred surveys in the summer of ’85. They drove their outfit down around Buchanan Lake and camped there in the El Rae because Izzy had seen the lake in the kookhound’s dark arc. They aimed to lie low until the newspapers moved on to something else. They swam and crashed Jet Skis. One day they drove south of Austin to a music festival called Willie Nelson’s Fourth of July Picnic.
Waylon Jennings was up there singing Down Came the World but they could barely hear him. Rain poured hard so they had the top up on the Corniche and were in there smoking weed in the parking lot which was just the edge of a soppy field where the crowd swayed in the muck. For Johnny Cash they went out into the field and it was glorious, she and Abel two-stepping in the mud like kids. In the carefree scrum they picked up on talk of a honky-tonk being thrown together at a couple of barns near where they’d left the El Rae at the lake.
A mechanical bull was already bucking when they arrived, drunk men already stumbling around its perimeter grimacing as the old carny who ran the bull showed them how best to cradle their newly ruptured testicles. Muddy throngs stripped down and washed clothes in troughs and drank and danced and it felt again to Izzy like when she had first met Abel, like whatever pain they’d exchanged had leveled out and that felt alright. Everyone was broke and broken, dirty and smiling. Abel went off hunting coke. Izzy came to the old carny who whistled through his gums where the teeth were gone and said she sure had hips enough to conquer the beast.
What do I win?
You aint gotta pay for the ride. That’s yer winnins. Plus the glory of it.
Glory sounded pretty good. Izzy climbed onto the bull. The machine only rocked at first. A crowd gathered, shouted advice and catcalls and then the machine bucked harder. Izzy held tight. In the crowd was a man in the ratty fur of a young bear, his wild eyes locked on Izzy. She spun. The bucking increased and when she came back around again, she knew the man was Granger Boom. The bull spun. Abel stood next to Granger unaware. Abel yelled about dairy queens turning rodeo and shook a baggie of blow he’d procured. Granger looked from Izzy to Abel and back again. Then, he grinned. Izzy bore down and got whipped and flailed as the crowd yelled louder and she closed her eyes and let herself go loose but she did not let go. The machine slowed. She slipped off the bull, fell to the foul mattresses arrayed around it, and lay there until the carny pulled her up. He raised her hand like she’d won a prizefight. The crowd went wild. Men emptied beers onto her head as she pushed through looking for Abel. He was bent over an oak barrel snorting lines laid out there, one after another. Granger Boom hovered over him.
Izzy said, Go easy.
Everything’s fine, said Abel. Go away. I got this handled.
He snorted another line and shot Izzy eyes telling her to run.
Let her stay, said Granger. We’re having fun. I told him if you could ride that bull, I probably wouldn’t kill him. But then, if he wanted you to live, he’d have to complete some feat of strength himself. Keep snortin, son! Lord, maybe you should have bought a smaller bag. Got eyes bigger than your nostrils. Just plain greedy.
Izzy grabbed Abel’s collar to pull him up but he held tight to the barrel, shrugged her off, glanced at Granger who opened his nasty fur to show where he’d strapped to his waist a shotgun sawed off at the barrel. We’re just messing around, said Granger. Don’t make a scene.
If you’re worried about money, we can get you money.
I lost a ton of money, most of it to people I hate far more than you.
Abel came up for air. Granger pushed his head back down to the coke scattered across the barrel. You two, Granger went on, I saw yalls’ ugly mugs in the paper and I thought … I can’t do nothin about banks. I can’t do nothin about the corporations I owe, or the corporations that owe me, or the government taxes owed by us all. I can’t do nothin about my wife runnin off just as soon they took our house. And I can’t do nothin about the house or the fuckin Rolls-Royce, thank you very much, which they also took. But yall … I knew I could find yall.
We aint runnin, said Izzy. Here we are. Happy to help.
Abel’s nose bled into the paste his dripping face made of the drugs.
Okay, said Granger. Let’s go get that fancy car of yours. That’ll help.
He ushered them out into the rain toward the parking lot. Abel hunched unsteadily, clung to Izzy until the Corniche came into view in the moonlight. Walking had got the drugs pumped through all his pipes and into his heart instead of just pooled in his brain. He stood up straight, spun around, and lunged at Granger. He pulled a little knife from his belt and slashed through the rain, through different parts of the fur, slashed wildly until Granger stumbled back and fell. Abel kept cutting at the air until he lost his balance. Izzy stood there trying to figure which of them might be dead in the mud. Granger got up first. I was rich, he said. He reached into his fur. He fired the stubby shotgun once, right into Abel’s back, then wandered off mumbling, I was rich, I was rich, I was rich.
Izzy got down in the muck, held Abel’s face up out of it. The moon was two days past full, waning barely. The clouds kept its light away. There was no telling blood from mud. She put her hands all over Abel to feel where it gushed warm but everywhere she touched was warm and gushing. She dragged him to the Corniche, opened the door, pulled him in behind her onto the front seat. He was laid out across it, bleeding into the virginal leather of Bavarian bulls, his head cradled in her lap.
It’s only snakeshot, she said. Don’t worry. It’s fine. It’s probably only snakeshot. She fumbled around to get his shirt off.
I can feel myself leakin out.
Shut up. She got his shirt ripped off then pressed the wad of it onto his back. He shifted and moaned terribly from doing it but got to where he could see her face.
The spirit of ecstasy, said Abel.
You’re a fucking idiot, she said. I knew it from day one. The very beginning.
Abel smiled. At least now you can reach in there, he said. See if you can’t feel my wings. He closed his eyes and died. Izzy sat there a long while, her hand over the hole of his back.
—
Her stained coveralls soaked in the tub, the diamond studs long gone. She lay naked on the bed of a Motel 6 in Austin. There was a small pile of things she’d managed to pack and carry off after walking five miles back to the Rancho El Rae. She lay waiting for the sheriff who would surely come around to talk about the body in the Corniche. The sheriff would take her to some tribunal to answer for everything that had happened in her life plus other bad things in the world which were her fault though she hadn’t realized it yet. On the third day, when nobody had come knocking, she got up and wrung out her coveralls and hung them to dry. She repacked the things she’d salvaged: tapes from the Vidimagic, a few hundred bucks, a fifth of gin, the kookhound’s chart with her iris fortune sketched on the backside. She flipped the chart back and forth looking for an answer but when none materialized, she took a bus toward Eulogy then hitched the rest of the way to Camelot. Nobody had come around asking anything about her, so Izzy stayed awhile sleeping on yard sofas, getting deeper into gin than she ever had before, telling folks she didn’t know where Abel had run off to. In August, there was news of a plane crash at Dallas. Maybe the dead would be there walking as angels. On the bus, out the window she saw the flatness passing by and she tried to avoid concluding that there was nothing hidden anywhere, no mystery left in the world. Near the airport in Dallas, she followed journalists to where they snapped pictures of debris—a large, mangled engine from the crashed plane. It’s a Rolls-Royce engine, they said. The plane flew through lightning over New Orleans. Then it crashed right here. That’s all we know, they said.
The journalists took so many pictures and circled the Rolls-Royce engine looking for signs of thunderbolts. There were no signs Izzy could see, other than clear and total destruction, which didn’t seem to signal anything other than what it was. Anyway, no angels.
She took the bus back through Fort Worth and stopped in a development south of there where she’d heard from different slurrers at the liquor store that there were whole neighborhoods of mansions unfinished, not abandoned, exactly, but their construction a year into hiatus on account of the bust. There were squatters. Izzy picked one shell of a mansion and lay down in it, spooned bottles of gin until October when the cold finally made her go out to meet the other squatters. They were nice, as far as it went, as far as there were drugs to go around. And, mostly, there were drugs to go around. It was coke, which around here they smoked, and when she could not get that, it was quaaludes. It was gin, always. It was the persistent grind of her thoughts against her feelings. She got hooked briefly on bennies, a habit she kicked by getting hooked on Valium, and when the Valium felt close to making her dissipate completely, she chewed up pills from a housepainter who said they were maybe the chemical she was after—that old-fashioned whetstone. The housepainter didn’t paint houses much anymore. When he did, Izzy went along because he couldn’t lift much. He was sick. These days he mostly sold drugs, just enough to do drugs, and now used Izzy to help him, paid her in what was left. Told her to stay away from needles. She hated needles and never used them. She liked pills best. Uppers and downers, hunting for balance. Izzy was a scale, and her fulcrum was wonky. Everywhere the measurements were off. Corners grew crooked, the ground unlevel, the globe squished so people’s faces bulged like torn by space-time and sometimes, like a popped balloon, they deflated to flat and folded in on themselves and for a long stretch Izzy could not recognize anyone as human.
—
Many of the folks living in the unfinished McMansions had jobs and vehicles. It was like any other neighborhood, though without power or water. Around driveway fires built to keep warm at night, she talked to the housepainter, or mostly sat with him as he drifted in and out on heroin. She kept an eye on him. He was getting thin. Some days the housepainter didn’t wake up. He was going to die, which he said often. I am gonna die in a mansion at least, he said. Izzy did what she could to keep them alive and high, taking small paint jobs, selling drugs in the cul-de-sac.
A new year came. Late January and the moon was a day past full, waning again. Izzy stayed up by the fire in the driveway, studying the light of the flames on one hand, and the light of the moon on the other. The flames sculpted her harshly. The moon sculpted her gently. She talked about a thing she’d read about the moon’s cycles, about how the orbits were such that there were long synchronicities. The housepainter nodded along. Yesterday was a full moon, said Izzy. Yesterday was January 26. The last time there was a full moon on January 26, that was nineteen years ago. Isn’t that something? Every nineteen years, the full moon returns to the same place in the sky. All the phases of the moon fall on almost exactly the same days they fell on nineteen years ago. Wherever the barely waning moon is tonight, in the constellation Leo maybe, then the barely waning moon was in that same spot, or close to it, on this night back in 1967. The Metonic cycle, it’s called. It doesn’t match our normal solar calendar exactly, but it’s pretty close. Just look up and be patient and you’ll see. It changes your whole brain when you start to clock things by the moon, to look at life not day by day but using these long synchronicities. It makes it easier, I think. Take it one Metonic cycle at a time.
The barely waning moon shone big and curious in the same spot it had shone nineteen years ago when the first Apollo burned, the night she’d got her rapture scar. How had it been nineteen years since La Luz? Izzy was maybe thirty. What year would it be when this same moon came around again to this same spot in the sky on this same day? 2005. Would she see it then? And what about the time after that? She did the math on her fingers. She said it aloud—2024—and it sounded like science fiction, sounded like a year when, if it ever really came to pass, everything would be futurized beyond flesh. Maybe there would be bodies but they would have televisions for heads. Everyone would flap rare-earth wings.
When dusk broke, she shook the housepainter for a ride to the store but he only moaned so she took his truck. Over the radio came news of an impending launch. Izzy idled in the parking lot of the liquor store listening about final preparations for the spaceship. She wanted Abel. In the glove box were checkbooks the housepainter had stolen. Izzy took one to Big Al’s Appliances and tried to buy a wall of televisions.
That aint the kind of thing we sell, said Big Al.
He did have a brand-new forty-inch RCA Dimensia. It had a sleek black plastic cabinet with detached stereo speakers that looked like they belonged in a stadium. $2,999. Izzy filled out a stolen check. Big Al examined it closely.
My husband loves to watch his football, said Izzy. This television is for him.
The Super Bowl was two days ago, lady. The Bears whooped the Patriots in New Orleans.
Oh, I know. My husband just loves the Bears.
Big Al shrugged and had his sons load into the pickup a hulking Dimensia.
She drove to a park near Texas Christian University. She hopped a curb onto the grass and went through a garden of dormant rosebushes. She stopped near a playground where mothers rolled stink eyes her way and gathered their kids nearer to them from the swings and slides. But the mothers didn’t wholly retreat. They watched Izzy pull the plastic wrap from the television. She spliced the power cord onto jumper cables from the toolbox and fired the Dimensia up on the truck’s battery. She set the big speakers on the ground beside the truck and ran wires and twisted wire nuts and sat in the cab every few minutes to hunch out of view and snort another bump from the truck’s key.
By late morning a crowd of a hundred kids and their mothers lingered, young kids, all the kids not in school, their mothers explaining to them something of the Apollo missions, something of the moon, how this time was different because this time a regular citizen was going to space, different because this meant that one day they too, as regular citizens, would get to go to space. The whole universe was there for the taking. And now we had this grand gesture to prove it, a schoolteacher astronaut. The mothers had calmed considerably because the big Dimensia and the big speakers gave the sense of some official event, as did Izzy’s coveralls. As she worked, she mumbled things like, This do in remembrance. The mothers figured she must be from the Christian college. Izzy got the Dimensia tuned with a makeshift antenna and then there it was: the spaceship waiting to lift off. Cape Canaveral. T-minus thirty minutes. A whole group of kids walked over from a nearby day care. Izzy mumbled more scripture. Mostly about love. Stuff she’d forgotten she hadn’t forgot. It comes back this way sometimes, the old religion you’ve tried so hard to escape. And it’s not always the worst thing when it does. She hoped Abel would be resurrected someday. The housepainter too. Momma. All of us.
The countdown approached zero and the main engine flamed and everyone in the park cheered. The spaceship rose. The sound from the stereo speakers was greater than Izzy had hoped. The truck shook. The swing sets rattled. The spaceship cleared the tower and the broadcast cut to a long shot. Cheering in the park intensified as the fiery tail of propellant stretched to fill the whole screen. The spaceship rolled and the voices of mission control popped in and out. For a long time, the view was from almost directly below the spaceship and though everyone was watching the Dimensia in front of them, their heads were sort of cocked upward like they were actually seeing the spaceship rocket through the atmosphere above them. The cameras struggled to keep the spaceship in frame. The screen pulsed. In and out of focus. Pulse. Pulse. The burning propellant turned to white exhaust. Pulse. They are away! said the newsman. And then, the spaceship exploded.
The long trail of exhaust spiraled off into multiple trails as wreckage fell over Florida. Smaller zipping trails broke into more, smaller zipping trails so that many of the possible trajectories of the wreckage of the spaceship became visible, like the straight line of fate gnarled suddenly into chaos. All the mothers gasped. The children cheered thinking this was part of the show until their mothers squeezed their arms. Then the children cried.
Obviously, a major malfunction, said mission control.
The families stood until the shock wore off and then the mothers began to shout, first one and soon the whole crowd of them, all these mothers screaming at Izzy for traumatizing their kids. They screamed themselves hoarse and dragged their crying kids off, hurried home to see if any disaster had happened there.
Izzy sat alone on the grass. The explosion replayed. Different voices talked about different ways anyone might or might not escape such a thing. Izzy disconnected the speakers. The explosion of the spaceship replayed on the Dimensia silently. She got into the toolbox and pulled out the paintbrushes. In the back of the cab, she found rusty quarts of paint. She pried open the cans. She sat in the truck’s bed crossed-legged before the Dimensia, staring into it. With the dregs of a can of blue and the dregs of a can of red and the dregs of cans of green she painted over the screen. Izzy brushed on layer after layer after layer of paint until nothing of the broadcast shone through.



STAYING DRY AT SEAWORLD — TRUSS MONKEY — THE SLOW DAYS — GOD’S ANGER LINGERS — THE LONELY DOVE — PASSING PERIHELION — ON A LAPTOP, HEAVEN’S GATE — ABOVE, DOLPHINS MOONWALKING — PSYCHIC FRIEND BETRAYAL — PRISM OF LASERS IN THE WOMB — GRUNION RUN — THEORIES OF FAITH VIRALITY — THE TALENT, AGITATED — SO MUCH, UPON A WHEELBARROW — RIDING THE GREAT WHITE
IN THE CANTINA HUNG a sign fashioned from snorkels: A REAL DIVE! For food they served octopus nachos which were ground beef in taco shells shaped like clams. A radio blared news which was not news because the day was April Fools’. Izzy had struggled ten years to get clean and about that there was little to say except it was hard and Texas was a terrible place to do it. She was mostly sober but not healed. She was maybe forty. The nachos were nasty.
She had this job now, running lights for the dolphin extravaganza at SeaWorld in San Antonio. Trainers in wet suits and Stetsons two-stepped to Garth Brooks while dolphins did acrobatics in a rusty tank. Izzy sat daily above the tank in a control booth pushing buttons to give the show some excitement, floods of PAR cans in all colors and strobes and lately even lasers so the dolphins were like pop stars, their synchronized flying-backward-tailwalks alive with all the pulsing stage lights of an arena rock show. Six performances a day and they were all pretty much a drag, both in monotony (experimenting with lighting cues was frowned upon, as it agitated the talent) and morality (neither dolphins, nor dolphin shows, belonged in Texas). Izzy kept the job anyway because every morning and every night she was tasked with climbing truss—had to click into a threadbare harness and climb forty treacherous feet to focus lights and replace burnt gels and rotate gobos and swap lamps and run wire all while scrambling monkey-like over slick steel high above the aquatic arena—and climbing truss only worked sober.
In between performances, on slow days, Izzy hung around the Crustacean Cantina. Slow days were dangerous days for a former drunk. But the cantina’s vibes were so odd that, while there, Izzy never itched to get sideways on pills or booze—being at the Crustacean was its own hallucination. The little patio bar was just far enough from the water park full of screaming kids pissing in its wading pools, far enough from the constant crowds by the killer whales, a respite with cooling misters amid lesser wildlife exhibits, like the snake farm. Honks and rattles of seals wafted always through the warm Texas air which reeked of artificial ocean. The cantina served airmen from Lackland sucking two deep at fishbowl margaritas, or parents sneaking off from the toil of family outings, or animal trainers half-peeled from their wet suits on smoke breaks, or the occasional sad retiree catching his breath after waddling alone from the Penguin Encounter. Since February there’d also been crowds for the Great White—the first-ever roller coaster at SeaWorld, brand-new and complete with vertical loops and zero-g rolls ragdolling riders over an aquarium of sharks. Some nervous Nellies required a shot of liquid courage before the ride. After chatting with Izzy, they usually took two. The line for the roller coaster is so long, Izzy would say. I wouldn’t ever stand in that line. No thanks, you know? Life already whips you around. And then all the stories you hear about the Rattler over at Fiesta Texas. People’s spines shattering and all that. Sliding from their harnesses like jelly. But nobody’s died on our ride. It’s brand-new.
Over the radio came news of tragedy regarding a strange cult out west. The reporter said somberly several times, Folks, this one’s no April Fools’. This UFO cult, well, it’s the real news of the world. They’re all dead.
A big man sat at the bar a few stools from Izzy. He ordered apple juice. He sipped.
Izzy picked at her octopus nachos, pretended to ignore the radio.
Do you know the origin of April Fools’? said the man.
Don’t care, said Izzy.
He was an old man who used to be large but sat hunched, saggy, a few knots of muscle here and there, bulging. His presence was menacing but only metaphysically, like he was a sack of ghosts trying to punch their way out. Piled there, he sipped loudly.
After forty days the rain stopped, said the man. Out from the window of his ark, Noah sent a dove. This was the first day of April, according to tradition. The dove returned with nothing. A fool’s errand. The dove comes back with no news of rebirth. God’s anger lingers yet. It’s the apocalypse, still. April Fools’!
Sure, said Izzy. But then Noah sent it out again. And the dove came back with an olive leaf.
You know the Good Book!
Some. Once.
But do you remember that Noah sent the dove out from the ark a third time? And the third time, the dove did not come back at all.
Maybe I forgot that part. Again, I don’t care.
Ah, see? This third flight of the dove was the ultimate sign of hope: to disappear completely. There was no need for an ark after the great flood. So why should the dove return? Better to disappear into the resurrected world.
Izzy tried to shrug him off by feigning interest in the nachos but couldn’t bring herself to put any in her mouth. She sat there, stirring them.
The man kept on, What if it was not the olive branch that became our everlasting symbol of peace? What if, to symbolize that we have survived the worst, that we are again on the brink of a beautiful new world, peace at last, there was, instead of the olive branch, nothingness. But how do you show nothing? Nothing cannot be a symbol. So, we get olive branches. We get rainbows. Oh, well. Cheers to the disappearing dove. Cheers to the absence which brings hope.
The man raised his juice. He smiled big and drank.
So after this dove flies off, said Izzy, for the third time, never to return, then there was only one dove left on the ark. And now that lonely dove has got to search all over for the only other dove left in the world? Kinda messed up.
Surely you know the story better than that.
Two by two. That’s the story of Noah’s ark. One minus one. That’s math.
The man downed the last gulp of juice and said, Of fowls also of the heavens by sevens to keep seed alive upon the face of all the earth. People always get that wrong. Noah had seven each of the winged things. Always good to have more winged things.
Well, two or seven … still a waste of a dove, if you ask me. Seems like you’d know if your boat was floating or not.
Ah, yes. But the ark, it was huge. All the animals and all the creatures that move along the ground. And all the winged things, by seven. That is one big boat! Perception changes at that scale. For how long did we not realize our own planet was floating? Spinning?
The man stood, moved one stool closer to Izzy. He lumbered woefully, even as he sat. He wore thick-rimmed glasses and suspenders, wore a turquoise bolo tie with a silver slide that hung loose because it couldn’t get a tight cinch around his thick neck. From his vest he took a pouch of tobacco and rolled a long, thin cigarette. He smoked without inhaling.
Izzy’s gut went wobbly though she didn’t let on. She reached into her backpack. There was a faded newspaper clipping she’d carried for years. The front page of The New York Times, June 7, 1990: a picture from NASA’s Voyager 1, a photograph of Earth from 3.7 billion miles away. AN OUTSIDER’S VIEW OF THE SOLAR SYSTEM, said the headline. And above it: there was Earth. So tiny. So small and fragile. So floating.
It’s called the Pale Blue Dot, said Izzy. This picture. I guess it’s in color, the original. But I like it better in the newspaper. Black and white. Makes it all … grainy. Gritty.
Why do you keep it?
Izzy folded the picture back up. She knew exactly why she kept it but wasn’t about to spill her guts all over the cantina about how seeing the world so small, seeing how far you could really get away from it, had made her finally decide to get clean. I keep it, she said, to remember we’re floating. Still a flood, I guess. Save your doves.
And the Hale-Bopp Comet, said the radio, which passes today closer to Earth than it has for two thousand five hundred and thirty-three years, and will not be this close again until 4380, a cosmic event hailed by the cult …
It was the Iron Age, said the man. The Buddha sat under a tree. The Jews fled Babylonian captivity. Some say it was the year Daniel of the lion’s den received an angelic visitor offering visions of end-times. That was the last time Hale-Bopp came around.
What happens when it comes around next?
You mean now?
No. I know what’s happening now. I’m bullshitting with you now.
Indeed.
The radio said, Authorities discovered the thirty-nine bodies on Wednesday … each corpse dressed in a black sweatsuit with white sneakers … the deceased ingested apple sauce laced with poison … washed down with vodka … suffocated themselves with bags … mass suicide to transport their bodies … alien spacecraft coming just for them … a spaceship in the shadow of the Hale-Bopp Comet.
Kids streaked through the cantina. A vendor of balloons lost hold of one. Seals honked. The balloon in the wind rose indecisively.
He was Texan, said the man.
Who?
This prophet of mass suicide on the radio. The cult leader. Jesus reincarnated as Texan. That was his claim, anyway.
You know a lot about it, for something that just happened.
Nothing of this variety just happens.
What variety?
The man held out his hands, gestured toward everything. There should really be a television in here, no?
At SeaWorld, if you’re watching television, you aint spending money.
The man picked up his briefcase, set it on the bar. Maybe they have a phone? Do you know? I see you work here. He tapped the SeaWorld badge on Izzy’s coveralls. Mostly to pull away from him, she reached over the bar and grabbed the phone and set it down between them. From the cradle, he took the cord and plugged it into a portable computer. After poking at the keyboard for a minute, he spun the screen toward Izzy. It’s a website, he said.
I don’t live in a cave.
You’ve seen the internet?
Only on television. Izzy tilted the screen of the IBM ThinkPad out of the sun’s glare.
Whether Hale-Bopp has a “companion” or not is irrelevant from our perspective … Hale-Bopp’s approach is the “marker” we’ve been waiting for—the time for the arrival of the spacecraft from the Level Above Human to take us home to “Their World”—in the literal Heavens. Our 22 years of classroom here on planet Earth is finally coming to conclusion—“graduation” from the Human Evolutionary Level. We are happily prepared to leave “this world” …

Why’d they put so many words in quotation marks? said Izzy.
The quotation mark is strange. Here is exactly what one has said. Or: Here is a word that means nothing close to what we need it to, but we use it anyway, though we know it is wrong. The quotation mark signifies exactness or its opposite, making the quotation mark, probably, a symbol that stands for nothing.
Which aint to say nothingness-as-symbol.
Quite right. The man rolled another cigarette.
Izzy spun the ThinkPad back. Anyway, she said, I’m sorry they’re dead.
The radio reported that videotapes of Exit Statements were recorded by the dead before they were dead, mailed out as farewell messages to friends and former members of the group and that in the videotapes the dead appeared happy to announce their coming deaths which, they explained on the videotapes, were not really deaths at all.
Izzy yelled down the bar, Can we turn that fuckin radio off?
The man unplugged the phone line from his ThinkPad, closed his briefcase. You have no interest in this story?
No.
But I thought you might.
Sorry.
They were living in New Mexico just before they moved to California. That’s interesting, no? The Land of Enchantment yet they had to go somewhere else to escape this world. Well, then. That’s the way it is. I suppose I will see the dolphins now, said the man.
He gathered the haunted sack of himself and lumbered off.
Izzy exhaled. How long had she been holding her breath? On the bar, he’d left one cigarette. She fumbled for a lighter. Shaky hands. Sandpaper tongue. Once it was lit, she dragged half through the cigarette in one go. Her blood got heavy. Her heart pumped slush into her head, which she touched delicately like her brain swelled out of it. She puffed slow. The arrythmia settled some. Izzy ashed. The embers of it caught the wind and flared and disappeared. We’re born into the dregs of countless half-cocked philosophies. We’re stirred into the tepid moral soup and then condemned for our impurity. We are diluted from the umbilical’s snip and flail untethered, stirring the pot stupidly until we rot to the dregs where yet more are born into the churning. If we bump against one another, it serves only to mix the poison. Yet if we could grab ahold, really stick to one another, cling and amass, then might the terrible cycle stop. The seals honked. The coaster roared. The balloon was high in the sky, a pale dot, gone.
She wanted to ask Doc Jolly about her mother, and so she did.
—
From the control booth above the aquatic arena, Izzy looked down through the water, through the big tank and the dolphins swimming with trainers preparing to perform, through to the tank’s center and the plexiglass of an underwater viewing chamber, into the chamber with one long bench where, on a slow day, you could sit alone and experience the extravaganza from below, from inside, immersed but totally dry.
He sat there. The old pale bull.
In between their breaching and leaping, the dolphins dove and circled him curiously.
On slow days, like today, to untether herself from the lighting console, Izzy had rigged a remote control. All the show’s cues were preprogrammed. She had only to hit GO a dozen times each song to transition between effects. Maybe once a month she would make her way to the underwater viewing chamber and run the show’s lights from there. If there were no crowds, it was the best spot in the park. Even during performances, it was calming. It was like being in a womb.
She made her way there now and sat beside Doc Jolly.
Her stage lights flashed and swept and passed through the rippling water and washed wavy over them sitting there. Country music filled the arena above as crowds settled on bleachers but only the rolling bass line really permeated below to the viewing chamber. On her remote control, Izzy pressed GO. The arena went purple. GO. Red. Cheers from the crowd got muffled down there, came through like far-off despair. GO. Blue. Sweeping spotlights. Airborne dolphins.
Strange, said Doc Jolly, to sit confined within another creature’s confines, for entertainment.
How did you find me?
Were you hiding?
No. But I’m not anywhere. Not really. I get a paycheck made out to a dead lady.
I did not suppose you would remember me. You did not seem to remember me.
I don’t bump into people from my past. It’s a rule.
The dolphins swam down, flipped, surfaced, rolled.
You called a psychic, said Jolly.
Maybe I did.
The Psychic Friends Network.
I kept hearing commercials.
It was only a coincidence that your psychic friend came to work for me. Said you talked of a cult at La Luz, a commune called Radio Bible Study. Which, of course, was in my portfolio at the agency.
I know they’re not actual psychics. You don’t have to tell me that.
Then why phone the Psychic Friends Network?
I guess more for the friends part.
GO.
They could be psychics, said Jolly. At the agency, we call it remote viewing. It is not nothing, remote viewing, even though it is not much of anything. Perhaps there is a way for us to know things other than how we know them. And sometimes it seems there is. One just never knows.
You don’t have to keep saying agency. I get it. You’re a spook.
You want to know about your mother, said Jolly. When you called the Psychic Friends, you asked about your mother.
GO. A pop song. A wash of amber. GO. Lasers of every color blossomed, prismatically. Above, dolphins moonwalked. GO. A slight echo in the chamber—Jolly spoke and, a moment later, quieter, the shadow of what he said. Izzy’s own thoughts seemed loud. Did she hear the dolphin chatter? Children glee-screaming? Did the walls creak? The womb felt cacophonous. Jolly said he remembered almost nothing of her mother. Izzy strained to follow the bass line blaring above. What would happen if she missed her cues? GO. The talent would get agitated. Jolly wanted to explain that he was old, that Izzy should not be scared. He was not the police. He was merely a dying psychiatrist mixed up in government work. An urge had come, recently, in the twilight, as they say, this desire to explain himself before death. The time was now. Heaven’s Gate had been the last of his portfolio. GO. He was done. Shapes of stars in the water spun. When Izzy had popped up again after so long, he knew it was to her that he must explain himself. He had never forgotten the child or the Gently place, the little girl in coveralls stirring ice cream. The girl at White Sands costumed like a gunslinger. It was something in her eyes. They reminded him of a squirming iridescence he’d witnessed on the beaches of Santa Monica. Muddled bass line. Izzy squinted, tried to follow the dolphin choreography, the number and direction of their dorsal twirls. GO. Before New Mexico, he had been between Santa Monica and Texas, surveilling radicals, subcultures, hippies. The Children of God and the Kaliflowers. The Moonies and the Scientologists. Communes were a dime a dirty dozen. In ’66, he kept tabs on a man named Chuck, not to be confused with Charles, who was in the portfolio too. GO. Chuck had this place on the beach in California, an abandoned armory. He gathered alcoholics there. Addicts. He shaved their heads. There were many rituals for sobriety. Primal screaming, quiet meditation, more screaming. The Synanon Game. GO. Dolphins leaped through hoops. It takes so little for a group to tip cultward. On the beaches of Santa Monica, the fish come ashore and flop out from tides under full moons. This is how they mate. GO. The audience lights got bright. Dolphins spit on the crowd. Jolly said people would walk the beach and grab them, reach down with their bare hands. The grunion run, it was called. They would have fires on the beach, people would, anyone around Santa Monica. They would fry fish and eat under the full moon, the same moon the fish had worked so hard flopping ashore to mate under. GO. Jolly said Chuck did not like how the grunion got fried after setting out to mate, to perpetuate. They had evolved for eons to flop around out there, under the full moon, females squirming iridescent and burrowing into sand while a dozen bland males gathered around, ejaculating wildly. GO. The crowd sang along. The trainers waltzed. When grunion came ashore, addicts ran out to join them, out there naked in the sand, bald-headed and bare-assed and flopping and glistening among the legions of mating fish. The fish then flopped away, eggs left in the sand with no parent, nothing but changing tides to birth them, nothing but the full moon to one day bring them back to where they were born, to do what they were born to do. GO. Strobes. Again, lasers. Izzy listened for him to say anything about her mother. When she phoned the Psychic Friends, she had asked if her mother had cried when Izzy was born, if her mother had laughed when her baby first tried walking. Was Jolly speaking of her mother? What about my mother? Tell me about my mother. Jolly said if he had done bad things, he had always meant well, had tried only to better understand people, how they broke. Didn’t she want to know about Oliver? GO. Jolly said if he remembered anything of her mother alive, it was only the wheelbarrow. GO. Faith is quite simple. Jolly said faith was just a decision one makes, a decision that, in the end, answers are beside the point. Tell me about the wheelbarrow. Had she said it aloud? Jolly said all of humanity was an experiment in faith—the injection into man of a notion at odds with his nature—eternity. GO. A dolphin swatted the glass of the womb. A wash of teal. We’re wired to be drawn to acts of great faith exactly because they are irrational, and we are curious. Jolly did not regret his lifetime with the agency, all those years roaming the desert, poking and prodding at cults. The agency seemed to believe that humans were vessels for transforming mystery into power, transforming faith into destruction. Maybe humans will do anything, love one another, destroy one another, if you get them to believe in something. GO. You need only seek the strongest believers, no matter the specifics of their belief, and there is your army. GO. The atomic bomb. The missile range. But also in New Mexico was La Luz. GO. The performance neared its end. Dolphins came down, tapped their bottlenoses on the glass of the womb. Jolly explained how scientists tweak viruses in labs. They make the virus more infectious, more dangerous. To understand how to fight it, they make the enemy stronger. This was the point of his portfolio at the agency—to lurk, to meddle, to supercharge these nascent faiths, to learn what power they might have, and how it might be weaponized. One dolphin got a swimming start and collided with the glass. GO. Jolly said that in the early days the agency had used drugs, made drugs available around certain communities of interest. But now he understood it was easier than that. GO. If you want a nascent faith to flourish, you do not meddle with it. You introduce doubt into the surrounding communities. Make their neighbors fear them. GO. Into the glass of the womb, all the dolphins collided. GO. Faith was a super-weapon against which there was no defense. Except one thing. How does one protect against a virus? They inject the tiniest bit of it. GO. The inoculation we’re after, Jolly wanted to explain, it’s this—just enough faith to build immunity to faith. GO. With every cult in his portfolio, Jolly had been converted, a little bit. GO. He had believed, a little bit, in the strange worldview of every cult he spooked. GO. And because he believed, just a tiny bit, in everything, he could never really be radicalized. GO. A wash of cyan. But Jolly had realized his immunity far too late, after far too many years of believing, more than a bit, in the agency. They had weaponized him long ago. GO. GO. Lasers and strobes. The dolphins crashed maniacally into the glass. Though the show was over, Izzy could not stop pressing the remote control. Jolly placed his hand over hers.
Strobes stopped. Lasers faded. Dolphins slowed.
I remember only the wheelbarrow, said Jolly. I saw your mother, on a few occasions, around the farm in La Luz, pushing that old wheelbarrow. She was very young. Everyone in those denims. There were gardens. A little orchard of pecans. Chile. Even grapevines. Your mother, the few times I saw her alive, seemed to love the labor of the farm. I remember her out there in the heat, working with her hands, you riding up on the wheelbarrow. I remember her pushing you in the wheelbarrow. She pushed you like it was any stroller, along planted rows, through the trees. Once, I saw her running, pushing you along the arroyos, fast down the embankments and rocketing up the other side again. I remember you riding in the wheelbarrow, holding tight, your mother pushing you, smiling.
No dolphins now. Dark. Womblike.
Jolly said, Is there anything you believe in?
Tell me again about the wheelbarrow.
—
Dusk. Izzy climbed down from the truss. The Great White roared neon. She went to it. They strapped her in. She hung from the track and rolled, was whipped to wingovers, twisted around, thrust into ascent, rolled through foot choppers, loop, roll, loop.
The ride lasted barely a minute. But it was a slow day. No line. She would ride again.
For the rest of ’97, anytime she wasn’t lighting up the dolphins, she rode the coaster. The blue steel of its track called to her daily as she scrambled across truss to focus lights, already living the ride in her mind. Slow ascent. The open sky you are thrown to at the first vertical loop. The way it seems inevitable you’ll be smashed into the lattice of the track, pulverized. But you survive. Two vertical loops, two dive drops, zero-g roll. Don’t you know she rode it for the zero-g roll? The track appearing broken as you approach, gnarling 360 degrees as it rises and falls. At the top of the hill, a split second of weightlessness. She rode it for that—the fleeting weightlessness. Just a little bit. Everything Jolly had said, the weight of it, for a moment, gone, save the feel of racing along the arroyo, riding down the embankments, upon a wheelbarrow.
She rode the coaster like that until she was healed, until she believed, a tiny bit, that she might never really die, and then she left SeaWorld behind.



WEEPING MARY — NEFARIOUS UNDERGROUND TYPES — ROCKY IN NACOGDOCHES — THE GROWING BOOK — WEBS OF TRUMPET CREEPER — HIGH LEAFTIDE — LONGING FOR WOOLY BOOGER — RECIPE FOR COMPOST — ALIEN SUGAR — TRIBE OF THE FUCKED — ALEJANDRA’S DEMON SWINE — TRINITRON’S MAGIC LOST — FRINGES OF HEAVEN AFLAME — ANOTHER EMPTY THRONE — GRAINS OF HOME
ON DOWN FROM WEEPING MARY, just west of the muddy Neches, there she was, living again in a trailer, an old camper—a life in metal buckets meant to be dragged along. Anyway: a farmer now. Some manner of cultivator. Lone tender of the crop. Deep in the Davy Crockett Forest. Texas, still. Just her and the marijuana, growing.
She’d tried to get a job managing a campground for the Forest Service but too many of the questions were about her social security number, which was bogus, and other identity-type stuff, also bogus. She was maybe forty-five, she’d said, while squirming through the interview and generally giving the vibe of an underground type. That’s what the forest ranger had said: Are you some kinda underground type? You don’t know your own birthday?
I’ve always lived aboveground.
This is government work. You don’t seem like a junkie.
Not anymore.
Not that junkies can’t do government work. Hell, some of the most incompetent folks I know are in government. They got a date for their birth though.
I don’t really celebrate births.
They’ll check all of everything you write down. It aint the nineties no more. A new millennium. Everybody’s got computers now. Even the Department of Agriculture.
I sort of worked at a national monument once. Picking up horseshit. In New Mexico.
Let me posit a hypothetical.
Alright.
Not saying you’re an underground type, nefarious or otherwise …
Alright.
But if I had a friend in Nacogdoches who employs folks with, let’s say, less-than-accurate social security numbers … would you be keen to know her?
—
Izzy went to Nacogdoches and met the forest ranger’s pot dealer. She had jet-black hair in a long braid down her back. She smiled always though her eyes stayed sad. She was a social worker—Rocky.
What do you know of cultivation, said Rocky.
Not much.
Well, there’s a growing book in the trailer. Got over five hundo plants started out there. Pretty much grows itself. Weed, right? What do you know about not gettin caught?
Rocky gave her the keys to an old Ford, a truck like Oliver had driven way back at the Gently place, only this one was rusted over and rattled just from getting looked at. Rocky said there was a camper at the farm but since it didn’t have locks, she couldn’t vouch for the state of it. Maybe a bicycle out there too, she said. Best to move kinda quiet, right? Don’t use the truck except out and back. And, be careful. My last farmer absconded on account of nerves relating to monsters and stuff. Wooly boogers in them pineywoods. But it’s all in your head, if you’re lucky. The monsters, I mean.
Rocky gave her cash as a down payment on the crop and saluted as Izzy puttered off in the Ford with all her earthly belongings, two suitcases and a backpack, mostly clothes and books and a few charts from her Permian days.
At Alto, Izzy stopped for supplies, then crossed the Neches and followed a gravel road until it petered out. Tucked into the Ford’s visor was a hand-drawn map. She spent a whole day trying to follow the map’s squiggles along streams and fire roads and through impossible thickets that tore holes in the Ford’s rusted panels. When it seemed she might never retrace any path back out from the woods, she stopped to panic in the open air and only then was it revealed to her—a clearing of maybe fifty yards where sad-looking rows of marijuana wilted lower. An old bicycle overgrown with trumpet creeper leaned against a camper overgrown the same. The camper crawled with mice but otherwise seemed suitable as any shelter could get in the humid backwoods of an East Texas summer. Which is to say, Izzy prepared to perspire heavily at length. She took her shirt off. She said, Fuck. She wrapped the shirt around her head for a sweatmop and cleaned the trailer and packed her supplies in and, finally, went to the plants.
Anything that didn’t look like marijuana got pulled from the clearing. Then what? Back at the camper, the growing book was piled in a cockeyed drawer, unbound and browning, an amalgamation of texts on gardening and marijuana, compiled over many years and in varying states of disintegration. She gathered the pages into a box. Notes scrawled in margins by former tenders of the plot were in a dozen different hands, some tidy and some unhinged, updating or arguing with the text or each other. They’d been at it for decades. The book had grown as growers argued about growing or, mostly, reasons nothing ever grew quite right. Days she stayed in the shade and studied the growing book for hours. It was a fascinating archive and to it she added something of her own—the kookhound’s map of the dark arc, and on the other side, Wanda’s chart of Izzy’s iris. It was still the only thing like a picture that Izzy had of herself. She’d managed to hold on to it all these years, just in case she ever had a scrap-book. Well, maybe this was it—the growing book.
Nights she spent in the clearing among plants praying for a breeze, willing stars to streak. Sometimes she slept. Mornings she walked rows, pausing to pinch out branches so the plants would grow less stalky, become bushier and harder to spot from afar. The growing book said the bushier the better—stout plants grew flowers that produced denser buds. She hadn’t realized you could nudge a thing to develop this way—protected, thriving. The work was hard. She enjoyed it.
Around the farm she stretched fishing line from trees strung with hooks at eye level—booby traps. Rocky cultivated friends in high places, meaning that nosy rangers or sheriffs weren’t likely to visit, but there might be rippers, hillbillies lying in wait to heist the harvest. There might be wooly boogers. The growing book said there was a monster roaming, maybe a whole brood of something like Sasquatch. Dates of sightings were recorded but details were scant, mostly conflicting notes on mysterious noises and smells, strange tracks, giant tufts of shed fur, various beastly damage to the crop. Let all the mythical creatures come, thought Izzy. She took short treks to check squirrel traps, to search for nests in the longleaf pines, anywhere there might be an endangered red-cockaded woodpecker or the extinct ivory-billed woodpecker or the yearlings of a mythical wooly booger. These pineywoods were lousy with tales of creatures on the brink of unreality. Izzy loved to walk the trails telling herself stories about a past she’d not lived, a past when she was happy from the start, like she was getting to be now, when she could have a thought in her head, a memory even, and not be mad about it. She let her own history morph into a kind of fable, just a long string of beautiful weirdos and nobody ever got hurt. Oliver might ride up on Sorry any minute. Maybe the kookhound would arrive for tea. Wanda on a wing. Maybe Abel, even. Why not the wooly booger too? Let all the mythical creatures come and be my friends. Let us live by the words of this pile of pages, the growing book, at home in these pineywoods.
Early on she’d tried the truck’s radio but it was broken and eventually she was grateful for that. She was learning to hear, to listen, realizing she’d spent so much of her life ignoring noise that she’d forgotten there were sounds in nature that worked together like music, like code—frog song and the call of waterfowl and the syncopated buzzing of locusts and flies and even the dogwood and laurel oak rustling scuttlebutt through the overstory—like an unceasing symphony of secrets about the interconnectedness of all things. Listen. Don’t be lonely.
Eventually, from the trumpet creeper she got the bicycle untangled and fixed enough so it rolled mostly straight. Down trails she jostled to different campgrounds where she pilfered food from trash cans and unattended coolers. She’d ride off with a can of beans and a half pack of beef franks and laugh about the families stuck around the campfire concocting stories of the wooly booger who stole their dinner. She was the monster she chased. Many times she crashed the bike, veered off trail and plumb into a tree from laughing so hard at being monstrous.
In the trailer were camouflage coveralls far too big and heavy but Izzy cut them like always and wore them as she walked rows, shook from plants excess moisture and bugs, spoke to them in ways the growing book encouraged, reminding them that all light was theirs on which to feast. There were no pesticides on the farm. This was a point of pride in the growing book. Whole chapters on pesticides were scribbled over and exclamation points hovered around the word organic wherever it appeared. There were lots of pages at the bottom of the pile and these were mostly schedules of eclipse cycles and other tips for growing by the moon. You cannot smoke the moon, though some have tried, but you can use the moon to make strong smoke. The moon pulls at plants, said the book, tugs on water, like tiny oceans inside. Leaftide. Germination peaks just before the moon is full, when moonlight is bright, when the moon’s gravity makes for high leaftide. When the moon wanes, prune. Harvest also in waning, as leaftide goes low. Falling sap seals cuts. Take heed of a lunar eclipse but not much. Solar eclipse scrambles the moon terribly. Avoid harvesting near a solar eclipse. Never, ever harvest near a total solar eclipse. Smoke of herb crossed by any path of totality will overload human brains. In totality’s path, the moon’s shadow hits Earth like a dagger and cuts through at fifteen hundred miles an hour. Those in the path experience a sudden and violent midday-darkness that some have likened to witnessing the mushroom cloud of an atomic bomb. An instant of absolute dread so beautiful that it makes the heart screech. Imagine smoking that. But a total solar eclipse is rare. Not a single total solar eclipse in Texas for the whole twentieth century, said the growing book. And no path of totality crosses the state again until 2024.
Izzy observed closely the phases of the moon, where and how the sun shone. Because of tall pines among which the little farm hid, her plants were in direct sun only at midday. She pruned strategically, artfully even, redesigned the plants so that for those few hours, sun washed evenly over each one, every leaf consuming light. By August they were gaining height. She tied back taller branches straining to steal more than their fair share of shine. She was an arbiter of cosmic power, said the growing book, a real farmer.
Though there was a moisture meter in the camper, she never used it. Unlike light, there wasn’t much one could do to control wetness in the pineywoods. If there was no rain, the plants drooped. If there were downpours, they’d rot. That first year, there wasn’t much rain and that was alright. The plants stopped growing new shoots in early September but after one night of heavy rain, they shot up and soon, when walking rows, she was in their shade.
One night she lay in the clearing willing stars to streak around the full moon. The plants twitched in moonlight, sighed softly. Leaftide. In the morning came tendrils of hairy pistils wafting from the nodes.
From the bike and old crates, she fashioned a wheelbarrow. For two months, she’d been brewing a special compost to supercharge the flowering, a mixture of coffee grounds and eggshells and the bones of squirrels and rabbits and nearly every shit she took, plus her menstrual blood poured from cups. In the margins of the growing book was a question mark where menstrual blood was listed in the compost recipe. Izzy imagined a young man, dirty and stoned, wandering garden center aisles at the Wal-Mart in Alto, asking after fresh menstrual blood. The other growers had all been men, she was sure, with some vague notion that women bled in sync with the moon. Izzy knew this to be not quite true. But there was some romance to it. She emptied her cups into the compost mix, filled her wheelbarrow, and fed her blood to the plants.
Another waning. She pruned the plants down low a final time to increase airflow and stave off mildew from late-summer humidity. Some stalks were fat as her head, some buds so heavy they broke their branches. Izzy wrapped twine around the breaks and marveled—the wounds healed nearly every time on account of being touched, being held, and the moon allowed their sap to sink low. Look what we have made, she felt. Under her bug net at night, she’d slip off the coveralls and let moonlight wash over the old rapture scar on her thigh, just in case she was anything like a plant. Which she was, said the growing book. We all are.
—
When it cooled enough, she slept inside the camper. Other creatures had similar ideas. She pissed around the camper’s perimeter, pissed around her Ford too, a way to warn rodents off from nesting there. Soon, she bundled up and shivered. On the coldest nights, she broke down and lit a fire in the woodstove. She tried to keep it always at embers. Too much smoke drew attention. Embers made the best heat. When would the wooly booger arrive? He could spoon her. She could nestle deep into his fur. Every hour or so she opened the stove’s door to poke the glowing eggs, scoop the ashes, look out the window for anything in the dark.
November. Early sunsets spent shaking dew from plants to ward off night frost. Little hairs appeared on the boogery buds. Glistening trichomes like alien sugar. So many crystals, soft and unwounded. This wooly lumi-nescense, said the growing book, was how the female plants protected themselves, made themselves bitter to critters and stronger in wind and able to reflect excess light from sun. And in the bulbous heads of the female’s glowing trichomes—synthesized and stored—were the psychoactive cannabinoids. Trichomes were the whole point of all this labor. In them was the drug that altered human consciousness—her buds swelled and radiated with it—the females’ brilliant armor. Izzy thought of the greens stuffed into world’s bongs and pipes and joints and the people zealously sucking fire through them and getting high on this magnificent manifestation of the female survival instinct. She ran her fingers lightly over her crystals. She ran her fingers along her collarbone and up her neck and over her face lightly and all around her eyes wondering about her own iridescence and how high the world could get on the smoke of her armor and if in the end it was the fear or the strength of women that the world loved to burn and breathe recreationally.
Stalks drooped from their flowering weight. Izzy stopped spreading compost. The trichomes went milky, golden. Through the rows she sniffed, hunted the bouquet of skunk at its apex which the growing book said would signal time to harvest. There came a stretch of days when it seemed there’d be no rain. The skunk was ripe. She set about chopping and pulling. A row a day. Cutting big stalks and trimming some then hanging the plant to dry in little shacks she built to keep them shaded, to keep the wind away. The plants dried, shrank. Stems bent, then gently broke. She trimmed the flowers down to nothing but buds. Into old twenty-gallon drums she stacked all the buds to cure for three weeks. Mold might grow as the last moisture evaporated and so, daily, she burped the drums. She sang a song as she did it—Burping the drums, burping the drums / she lives in the woods / the beast Izzy Gently / our pineywoods queen, burping the drums.
During these curing weeks, she tilled the land, mixing in the last of her compost to make the soil rich again in the new year. This forest: so full of her blood. The moon looked down and tugged at her dirt there.
—
At long last, one cold morning she rolled the drums up a ramp into the Ford’s bed. Though it was only an hour out to Nacogdoches, it took her all day to find the right road. At sunset, she arrived. Rocky was there on the porch, outfitted like Santa Claus, her long braid hanging out from under the stocking cap. Christmas Eve. Izzy hadn’t talked to another human for six months and now here was Santa. Rocky hopped up into the Ford and opened a drum and was so stunned by the exemplary quality of herb that she pulled down her beard so Izzy could see her jaw hanging wide open.
They had a lot of catching up to do, which they did in the kitchen as Rocky jarred the big, beautiful buds, added them to dozens of stockings laid out on the table and stuffed already with more-practical gifts, like canned goods and toilet paper and batteries and tampons. Rocky went on and on about how America had changed when those planes hit the World Trade Center, how lucky Izzy was to have missed it, everything going to shit plus fascism on top of the terrorism. Rocky talked of a war Izzy hadn’t known was raging. Terror was coming for us all. Rocky lit a joint and held it out. Izzy declined. Rocky winked and flashed her chip for ten years of sobriety. Izzy didn’t have any chip to flash back. She was sober too but scared to be religious about it.
We’re gonna have to talk about that, said Rocky. I’ve seen too many people relapse if they haven’t put in the work. Have you put in the work?
I did a stint at SeaWorld.
Oh.
Right now, I just want a shower.
Sure, baby. I’ll lay out fresh clothes.
What Rocky laid out was a costume identical to her own. Izzy came from the bathroom dressed as Santa, beard and all. I like it, said Rocky. Double trouble. A couple of chick Santas? We might confuse the kids. Maybe that’s the best gift of all.
They went door to door handing stockings to Rocky’s clients. If a client was on parole, Rocky told Izzy to grab a clean stocking. Otherwise, they got a stocking full of high-grade Christmas cheer. Most of Rocky’s clients were abusers of hard stuff and survivors of hard abuse and youths hardened by abandonment of all kinds. Social work is hard work, said Rocky. A little weed softens us all. Rocky handed the stockings over with a joke about puckering up under the dank mistletoe or burning the devil’s coal and, about a million times, she said, Merryjuana Christmas! In this way, they brought cheer to the folks of Nacogdoches, so many stockings stuffed with buds fertilized by Izzy’s blood tugged through plants by the moon.
It felt like a miracle, to labor so hard on something, for so long, and then just give it away.
When they were done, Izzy lay exhausted on Rocky’s couch. Months without conversation and now her face hurt from talking to dozens of people. Rocky rambled as she inspected the remaining crop. She sorted and weighed and bagged it up after having gifted the most sizable share. It aint all charity, she said. Whatever you think, I do make money. It’s no benevolent and sacred Indian herb medicine or whatever bullshit like that. Don’t think that. I mean it is. But that’s not what I’m doing here. And yeah, maybe it’s not all that ethical for a licensed social worker to give her clients drugs but also what the hell do you think a psychiatrist does. And a psychiatrist won’t even visit your house. Maybe I’m the worst Santa ever. Weed keeps people out of trouble so long as they don’t get busted just for having it. I’m an alcoholic but I don’t drink, exactly because I have the program, and the weed. Technically, weed is against the rules of the program but, you know. I aint getting rich either, if that’s what you’re thinking. You know I’m Caddo from Oklahoma but before that we were from here. All this was ours. My people. Or close enough. Well, my dad said we was part Comanche but that’s bullshit. They never put Caddo in the movies, see? But anybody who’s ever watched a Western has heard Comanche. Dad told people we were Comanche for shorthand because people are dumb. I got all into it after high school. The ancestors. Shot out from Oklahoma to come here and reclaim the land stolen from us. Got here to Nacogdoches and found a house with one of my people’s mounds in the front yard. I mean, these are sacred burial mounds, and this fucking ranch-style duplex has got its fucking mailbox jammed in there full of fucking catalogs for dog toys. I went up banging on the door of the place and this guy opens up. He’s in a wheelchair. Both his legs gone. Old guy. Black guy. Breathing hard like he’d barely been able to drag himself into the chair to answer the door. Rolling himself plus this big oxygen tank. I was ready to take the scalp of a white man, do some Comanche shit from the movies. This guy’s got no legs and holding oxygen to his face. And his little dog there. Which, you can just tell when a dog is all somebody’s got. I said sorry and walked off. There’s something important about looking back and figuring out what belonged to Cherokee and Caddo and what the Blacks are owed even though there were slaves of us too. Parsing up America for the fucked. Shit. I look around and it’s just the conquered. In the program it’s all about recovery and I tell you, baby, on slow days, I look around the group and think, What the fuck have we recovered? We’re all fucked around here. Like, that’s the only tribe I see. After doing what I do here for so many years. That’s the only tribe that matters. You look at it that way and we got the numbers. For whatever that’s worth. The conquered, everywhere. Every one of us. Anyway, I don’t abide by the ethics of the conqueror. That’s the point. In case you were judging me and my style of social work. Or my style of sobriety. I didn’t come here and take anything back. I failed in that way. But we got that farm you’re on. National Forest. Public land, whatever the fuck that means. Our land. We’re using it. For the benefit of the tribe. The tribe of the fucked. That’s most of us here. Welcome home, baby.
—
Izzy stayed in town a few weeks. She sat in on a few of Rocky’s group sessions with clients, mostly because Rocky held them at her house. Izzy didn’t talk but she did listen. It wasn’t quite the symphony of pineywoods, but it wasn’t just noise. When Rocky hosted an AA meeting, Izzy did get up and walk out of that. All the talk of a higher power and before she knew it, her lip was bloody where she was biting down on it. If anything was likely to drive her to gin again, it was God. Rocky wasn’t mad but she did suggest maybe Izzy would enjoy visiting somewhere else before planting season.
In a town called Weeping Mary there was an old couple, Bill and Alejandra. They needed help building new pens for their pigs. They were clients of Rocky’s and before that they’d been her sponsors in the program. Izzy helped them dig postholes and cut board. Bill talked an awful lot about how Jesus put a bunch of demons in swine, cast a bunch of de mons out from a terrible sinner and trapped them demons on the insides of pigs. Bill claimed to keep all his own personal demons right there in his herd of swine.
You gotta keep eyes always on your demons, said Bill. Where do you keep your personal demons?
The past, mostly, said Izzy.
Alejandra had a plant growing up the side of their barn. It was something like out of a rainforest, clearly not from around East Texas but thriving there anyway. It had tentacles and great woody leaves and vined chaotically. She called it La Reina de la Noche, told Izzy the cuttings of it had been passed down through her family for generations.
Blooms up wild maybe just once every few years in the full moon, said Alejandra. You never saw flowers like this. And the scent! Like how they smell so sweet.
That’s right, said Bill. Soon as it buds we hurry and slaughter a hog. Call neighbors over and roast that pig in a pit. Let all them demons out of the swine for a bit, to stretch their legs or something. But they won’t go far. Alejandra’s plant keeps them close. Them flowers in moonlight, aint like any flower you seen.
And by morning time, said Alejandra, the flowers are dead, just like that. So beautiful but only for a few short hours. Like a breath, you know? A sigh, this flower. Like an aria.
Then we gotta round them demons back up, said Bill. Store them away in some other hog. Alejandra’s got some she likes to feed extra scraps. Gets ’em big and fat because she thinks I got a lot of demons to shove in there.
They built the pens and though Izzy waited as long as she could, she did not get to see La Reina bloom. But Alejandra gave to Izzy a cutting of the plant and told Izzy it was important, told her to find a way to keep her demons close because she might need them one day.
—
Spring. The dogwood flowered like clouds whispering to one another and the lightning bugs flickered like fallen stars lost and dizzy for home. Izzy headed again deep into the woods of Davy Crockett. At the farm, she dug rudimentary ditches to keep rains soaking evenly among the plants. Still, her first sprouts were drowned. She noted this in the growing book then dug more and raised the rows and started again. It didn’t rain much after that. Didn’t get all that cold. She harvested late in the fall of that year. After drying and drumming she didn’t get the crop to Nacogdoches until the new year, the second week of January. 2003.
Rocky was zombified in front of a hulking forty-inch Sony Trinitron. Izzy joined her on the couch. They stared at the big screen—a show about people stranded on an island and trying to cast each other off.
Fucker weighs three hundred pounds, said Rocky. Biggest screen in the world, probably. Television is heavy, baby. Merry Christmas to me. Fuck Christmas, I mean. Love the holidays, actually. But colonialism and all. Capitalism. Anyway, you missed our Santa deliveries. I worried we lost you to the wooly booger.
The news came on and showed preparations underway at Kennedy Space Center. Izzy asked if she could stay the night and watch the shuttle launch in the morning.
I haven’t seen a launch lately, said Izzy. I haven’t really watched a Trinitron in years.
Rocky cleared the couch and put out blankets. Izzy stayed awake all night transfixed like old times, waiting for a launch. This was the same spaceship that had landed in New Mexico during a sandstorm, that she had watched so scrambled on the wall of televisions at a Rolls-Royce dealership. She wondered if, in the high definition of the Trinitron, she’d be able to spot gypsum falling from nooks on the spaceship, trailing the fiery ascent. She knew it would still be there, stowed away where it could never be purged, because that’s how it stuck around, the White Sands. But morning came and the launch was delayed a day. Then another day. And another. Izzy had nowhere to be. Rocky said the couch, plus the Trinitron, was all hers so long as she came in and sat politely with the group during sessions.
Thursday then and a small group got into it in the kitchen but Izzy kept rising from the circle to peek into the living room as the Trinitron played the spaceship preparations on mute. One client, a lady who worked at the chicken factory, kept talking about how her job was the main thing keeping her down. You just don’t know what it does to you, she said. They hang there and you just rip out they guts. They hang ’em there, still alive and all. Chokin and all that. Then they stun ’em. Little machine slits throats. All kinda chemicals sprayin on there after we got ’em naked and empty. I mean, I gotta have my pills! I gotta have money and that’s the whole shit cycle. I’m in there every day thinkin this gotta be some afterlife. Maybe hell but maybe worse. Like we’re the livestock and they stunnin us and rippin our feathers and, Lord, when I get to thinkin that way. That’s why I need them pills in the first place. Half this town in the same bird-whackin business. All bird whackers. Probably had a fist from Nacogdoches in the guts of every chicken you swallowed in your life. That’s somethin. But it don’t feel like nothin. Not to us. Just aches and pains and pills and another day killin birds.
The spaceship launched.
Rocky said, Anything you feel or don’t feel is alright.
—
Though it was cold, Izzy went back to the farm without seeing the launch. She couldn’t plant for months but wanted to be alone in the woods to learn something about the place when she wasn’t asking anything of it. She slept fourteen hours a day. She fished the cold streams and walked and walked. If there was any wooly booger, now was the time to find it.
She was out there setting bait for the wooly booger and that’s when the earth shook. Maybe 8 a.m. It shook again. Rolling explosions echoed. Sonic booms. She ran. What was after her? She got to a clearing near the lake. Way up in the sky, jaggedy trails of smoke squirmed and spread. By her head whizzed something deadly close. She ducked. Pushed her face down into dirt. Covered her head. Something hit the water. She peeked. The whole lake seemed to rise in the air. She cowered low. Another boom. Then silence.
When she rose, the lake was settling to froth. Gurgling. Then it was there—just popped up and floated, a hunk of metal torn asunder and steaming. Fiery streaks in the firmament rained down for many miles across the horizon to the east, tracing the path along which it broke up. There was no one around yet Izzy felt surveilled. She packed her rod and tackle box. At the truck, she unbuttoned her coveralls and stepped out of them and then coiled a bungee cord, elbow to hand. She went naked to the lake and swam out to the wreckage. It was big, like the side of a van, bobbing. Through a steaming hole in the metal, she hooked the bungee and, swimming sidestroke, pulled the thing toward shore. Out of the water it was surprisingly light. She lifted it into the truck and looked it over. The American flag painted on the metal was charred but all the stars were there.
She whirled the dial on her truck’s radio. Nothing. Past Alazan, at the edge of Nacogdoches, she spotted another piece of fallen wreckage. In a shallow crater along the treeline was a seat, like from a cockpit, a chair torn up and half-exploded but clearly the kind of thing a pilot might have sat in just minutes before. An astronaut. She checked the chair for body parts still strapped to it. There was no doubt now. She looked up at the fringes of heaven aflame with spaceship raining down.
Izzy dragged the captain’s chair into the woods and hid it under downed branches.
—
All the townspeople were in the streets, gazing up, then down. Searching the sky. Searching the ground. Izzy drove slowly. People picked up debris every where, carried it around in a daze. In the parking lot of Commercial Bank was a news van with a camera already on a group of folks who stood around a big hunk of wreckage.
I thought it was a meteor or airplane, said one person.
Terrorists maybe, said another.
For sure I thought terrorists again but what in the hell is worth bombing in East Texas.
I was like, What on God’s green earth fell out of the sky? Or was it the sky itself?
I rang the police for an hour till I got no busy signal. They wanted some exact address for my emergency. I said, Well, ma’am, the sky.
More news vans arrived. Reporters spilled out to interview bank tellers and loan secretaries.
A ten-foot chunk, I heard on decent enough authority, fell flamin at Old Springs.
People got already buckets full of gauges and shrapnel and all that.
Blew the doors of the damn bank right open! The explosion of it all.
Izzy dragged her piece of wreckage from the truck. Different unqualified people identified it as fuselage or flight deck before they roundly agreed it was part of a wing. She dragged the wing to the media gaggled around. The cameras turned on her, lenses flashing in blinding lights.
Did the authorities authorize you to move that?
Have you found bodies?
Are the astronauts dead again?
Izzy stood tall amid the wreckage. Rays of sun cut through thin clouds and shot down to Earth where they bounced from her skin and made her eyes glint, bounced through lenses of cameras scanning her image into hundreds of lines of rasterized color shot through a prism that split the beam of Izzy into red, green, and blue, separate streams of Izzy that traveled to a circuit where they were recombined and passed through to the transmitter that sent Izzy surfing radio waves to antennae on top of news vans, onward to satellites in orbit, then bounced back to Earth and the local TV stations and from their giant antennae over the waves again to homes, the homes of actual human people and their televisions’ receivers that spilt the beam of Izzy into audio and video, the electron gun circuit that spilt the video of Izzy back into red, blue, and green signals that fired down through tubes of cathode rays, through a ring of electromagnets, and through the mask, and finally the beams of Izzy reached phosphors on the screen as red, blue, and green dots that added up to Izzy Gently materializing there on the giant Trinitron as Rocky stared from the couch at Izzy standing tall amid wreckage in the parking lot of Commercial Bank, Izzy’s irises so big on the Trinitron and luminescent like armored with alien sugar, the crystalline trichomes of her eyes flowering as she said, It’s almost unbelievable. Me draggin this wing.
—
It was only a matter of time until somebody hunting spaceship wreckage would find the farm. Izzy raced back to the pineywoods. She wrapped the growing book in dirty clothes and stuffed it into her backpack. She wiped the trailer down. Outside she piled cuttings from the harvest and stray buds and boxes of seeds. Then, until dark, she walked the woods, planted red loggers’ flags beside every piece of spaceship she found. Already, folks, official and not, were canvassing East Texas from Rusk clear across the border to Leesville, Louisiana. The farm was a bit south of the main debris field. It might be a few days, but they would come. Folks looking to sell wreckage online. Rangers extending their rounds. The National Guard or the FBI, all hunting to piece the tragedy together. She needed to protect Rocky and the people who depended on her. The farm had to disappear.
When she woke at dawn, Izzy flooded the little canals she’d labored so long to dig, cleared another few yards beyond them to make sure flames wouldn’t spread, then tossed a gas can onto the heap of dope trees, a burning rag in its spout.
Up in smoke then eastward on Highway 21. She’d gone half a lifetime trying to traverse the state of Texas, the backwards way, meaning against the flow of the nation’s destiny, whatever that was, away from enchantment, meaning also backwards like an idiot rich in fuckups. She stopped at the field near Alazan and loaded up the captain’s chair she’d secreted in the brush. Then down Highway 69 through Lufkin and Woodville and Lumberton until I-10 where she turned east for good. She was well past a sign saying WELCOME TO LOUISIANA when she finally peeped in the rearview. Nothing to see but the seat of a crashed spaceship strapped tight against the cab, a little worse for wear, but its nooks and crannies intact, all those places where surely, finally done with heaven, clung still a few wounded crystals. White Sands. A few grains of home. She sped on. Away. All of godforsaken Texas, my whole wasted life behind me now.
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One
THEY CAME AS THOUGH STAGGERING UNTO A MANIAC ARK—countless species of sufferers. All aboard. A unicorn carrying a wrecked skeleton came. Queens of the fairy and Victorian and drag varieties came, arm in arm, wailing. There came a set of bears, one grizzly, the other cartoonish, both pawing at nurses. A horse came in halves, composed of one human for the head and a whole other human for the ass but the ass came first, dragging along the convulsing horse head as it foamed at its human mouth. Dead astronauts milled, groaning in their soggy spacesuits. A giant eyeball walked through the door, collapsed in the corner, stared cycloptically at the rising fracas while its powder-wigged pal stroked the big peeper and whispered, Breathe. A Virgin Mary clung to a saguaro cactus gagging and going ragged. So many neon wigs, neon leggings, strings upon strings of cheap beads around so many necks with arteries throbbing. Every manner of painted face came—felines and witches and a whole flutter of butterflies came just as surely as there came clowns with their evil twins, makeup smeared from rain, from sobbing. There came an old couple with pool noodles glued to their bright unitards and flopping about, absurd porcupines whose colorful foam quills were insufficient protection against the paranoid hordes spilling in from the streets where rain fell on New Orleans in heavy curtains as if to bring the show to its end. But still all these mutant paraders came, these costume-ballers, all pushed through an evening downpour and through the hospital’s sliding door that was broken and stuck half-open so its faded letters read only EMERGE as floodwaters rose in the streets and all the Carnival revelers, made batshit by gobbling some newfangled designer jollification, sloshed salvationward, or near as they could, which was, in this case, dilapidated New Orleans General, aka nasty NOG.
Hallelujah, said Eli mournfully. They eatin alien again.
Eli had a dozen CAUTION signs but was running out of floor on which to unfold them. He struggled to duct-tape a sign to the hospital’s broken door. The sign was yellow with an image of a stick figure, limbs akimbo in midair: this is what will happen if you tread without caution. The sign slipped off the door.
Then came Izzy. She dripped storm.
Eli put a sign over her puddle. The giant eyeball staggered through, vomited out the mouth hole in its pupil. Eli put a sign over that puddle too. CAUTION. The stick figure, if you focused on just one sign, was clearly falling. But a dozen of them spread all over gave the sense of a mass ascension—all those anonymous stick-figure silhouettes rising like sucked by tractor beams to heaven or beyond.
Looks like a mass abduction, said Izzy.
One last rodeo, said Eli.
Yup. One last rodeo.
They went to the portico where they got busy stacking sandbags in case the water rose high as usual. Up the slimy brick walls of the hospital were dark lines crosswise like geological strata scoring deep time, each stain a mark of how high different floodwaters had got. The highest flood line, the one from Katrina, was out of reach. Whole wings of the once-massive hospital were abandoned still from that big storm almost two decades past—operating rooms covered in graffiti, nurseries tangled in creeper vine, trauma and psych wards cordoned off with chain-link and razor wire, an occasional gator roaming the abandoned basement morgue. NOG wasn’t much of a hospital now at all, just a community clinic tucked inside the corner of a sprawling urban ruin once called Grace.
Izzy was too old to be out during parades, too old to stack sandbags in frigid downpours. She was maybe sixty-nine. Old enough now to retire. NOG had begged her to stay on through Carnival, and she’d agreed, thinking it might be fun—one last rodeo. But tonight was a crisis like always and she and Eli were social workers in the business of crisis management, which included, more often than not, hard labor. Once the sandbags were stacked, Izzy pushed through the sprawl of woebegone bacchants moaning in the flickering light of musty halls until she reached the waiting room. She grabbed her clipboard, moved through NOG processing people for treatment, asking each if they were just plain drunk or, if not drunk, what it was they took, which drugs and how much, asking if it was that weird new drug everybody was on and, if so, where they got it. Then one final question, this asked a bit more quietly, a lot more intently, a question not anywhere on the intake form: How long since you last saw the moon?
—
If Izzy was being honest, which she tried to be these days, she wasn’t retiring because of age. Her whole life she’d felt ancient. She wanted now to be free of NOG to focus on this moon thing, to start a small private practice where her only clients would be the few who had come to her lately with this strange affliction—they had lost the ability to see the moon.
Of the blindnesses, clearly, total darkness would be hardest. But Izzy thought she might prefer it to the blind spots, neurological conditions hiding only certain things, like colors or words, like face blindness or any of the many agnosias. Some folks could not recognize chairs or buildings, mistook trees for penguins, wives for hats. Imagine that. Their own selves in mirrors like aliens. This moon thing was maybe a blindness like that. Folks afflicted with just one symptom: something missing in the sky.
Total darkness, at least, would be a blank canvas where other senses might make reality from scratch without needing to account for what light bounced where and how. But these conditions of strange blind spots, higher-visual-function abnormalities, as Izzy had learned to call them, they take reality and twist it slightly, alter reality just one degree from the usual consensus—the absent moon, how long would it take you to notice?—and once the absence is realized, then probably anything, even stuff surely recognized and truly seen, might become to the afflicted forever suspect—what else is missing now, has been missing for so long?—none of reality to be trusted ever again. It was both mundane and cruel, to lose sight of the moon.
The Saturday before Fat Tuesday was often the wildest night of Carnival, the night of the most costume balls, the night of the city’s largest parade, the eight-million-dollar super-krewe of Endymion, miles of floats of unbelievable size and luminescence which rolled always on Canal just a block from NOG but, tonight, seemed to spill right into the hospital’s ruins. Izzy moved through the growing crowds trying to calm bad trips. But, really, she was on the hunt for others suffering from this moon thing. In recent years, among hundreds of clients, Izzy had found twelve with this affliction. She was nearly two decades into the grind of social work in a sinking city and knew for sure that with suffering, there is only more.
But this was no easy thing to diagnose, the moonblindness or whatever it was, and anyway she was the only one bothering to diagnose it. Even more confoundingly, the affliction was, according to the afflicted, maybe not even suffering. Most of the twelve said they’d hardly noticed the missing moon until Izzy got them thinking on it. Even then, it didn’t seem to matter much. They did not report nights darker than the nights of others. Their sleep was not unusually erratic. They were not developing a taste for blood or turning into whatever was the reverse of werewolves. They were not terrified that some unrecognizable alien planet had come to hover in the firmament, waxing and waning, which is what they might suggest if this condition were akin to any of the usual higher abnormalities—after all, the face-blind or word-blind still see faces and words, they just do not recognize exactly which faces or words they see.
And lately some of the twelve had told Izzy the moon was slowly disappearing even in their memories. Not only could they no longer see the moon, increasingly they could not think of ever having seen it. Though they’d had, until recently, whole lives of nights awash in its light, the moon now waned in remembrance too. This development worried Izzy greatly. She’d tried for several years to counsel them despite all others having written them off as addicts or head cases. But clearly the affliction was progressing, intensifying. If she had any hope of helping them—and she wanted, more than anything, for them to see the moon again, to appreciate the miracle of its light that had been the one great constant in her own life—she needed now to focus her work only on the recent emptiness of their night skies.
Into NOG skittered ladybugs, sobbingly. A troop of mushrooms proclaimed loudly that the name for a group of ladybugs is loveliness. This calmed no one. The loveliness scattered. The mushrooms pushed past barricades into the abandoned wings of nasty NOG and disappeared into the dankness there. Maybe this wasn’t the right place or the right time to find more clients for her private practice. Everyone was so wasted, or wacky on that new drug. Izzy felt her clients’ affliction was unrelated to this designer psychedelic sweeping the South. She felt pretty sure that you cannot hallucinate an absence.
Maybe the real breakthrough would be to settle on a name for the affliction. Moonblind was too stigmatizing. Back in New Mexico she’d known a horse named Sorry who was moonblind, though it was nothing like it sounded, just bad eyes, cloudy vision that made the horse spin. Sorry was a sad story she wasn’t eager to dredge up. There was selenophobia—intense fear of the moon. But selenophobes were oversensitive to the moon’s presence; they were folks who felt the full moon stalking them and, pathologically, wore sunglasses at night, even tinfoiled their bedroom windows to keep moonlight away. Izzy’s clients, thus far, had a wholly less dramatic experience. She had pondered moonotony as a name but that trivialized the situation. She felt she needed something like moon erasure, but fancier. Combining the Greek and Latin, which was a thing the doctors liked to do, yielded selenerasus. Well, that had the unfortunate ring of an inconsequential dinosaur. Why is the naming of things so hard? God had looked out on the face of the deep and had no trouble calling names. Day. Night. Heaven. Earth. Yet Izzy was seriously pondering selenerasus. Damn. There was one good term in vogue with astronomers—noctalgia, meaning sky grief, meaning the sadness of living in a city full of light pollution where the nights were never really dark anymore, the stars never really bright. Izzy figured the moon thing was not unlike this. But noctalgia was a kind of grumpiness about modernity, not an acute illness. Even the most noctalgic could escape to the desert and see every star. Lately, in her case notes, Izzy had written lunaphasia. It had a credible ring to it. Any doctor would know aphasia, how brain damage could make it hard to talk or read or write. But her clients had not suffered strokes. And the moon is not a language, not reducible to a spark of neurons, exists apart from the human capacity to conceive of it. Best to keep it simple, probably. And memorable.
Izzy grabbed one of the signs Eli had unfolded on the wet tile. With duct tape she made a big arrow. She taped over the word CAUTION and wrote on the tape with marker and set the sign pointing up the dingy stairwell that led to her office.
There above the floating stick-figure silhouette it read: MOONLESS?
—
The many file cabinets in Izzy’s office overflowed into unkempt stacks, hoards of documents detailing years of clients on parole and in shelters, people going hungry and without medical care, children fostered or runaway, single parents hiding from violent spouses or debtors or agents of different gods intent on salvations mostly immaterial. Izzy cleared a place on the floor and sat. Her hips creaked. She was worn some but not yet worn out even if she was headed that way. Social work in New Orleans was largely triage followed by worsening degrees of good-enough, all exacerbated by bureaucracy. Also there were hurricanes and floods and heat waves and blackouts and vanishing coastlines and cancer alley. The pandemic had knocked NO pretty low and then another hundred-year storm came through. The moonless were a minor misfortune in the tragic grand scheme, yet they now dominated Izzy’s file cabinets.
Covering a splotch of mold on the wall hung a poster: the French Quarter lit up and the Mississippi River flowing like a mighty snake behind it. The poster had a slogan—THE CITY THAT CARE FORGOT. It was a dumb nickname no matter how much truth there was to NO being both carefree and neglected. The problem was exactly that it linked being carefree to being neglected, like NO brought any pain on itself for sometimes having too much of a good time, an endless feedback loop of ecstasy and misery that the rest of the country could hop aboard seasonally like a traveling carnival ride but otherwise wanted out of sight. Izzy hated the poster. She kept it only to remind herself that when it came to this city, most folks had no clue what they were talking about, herself included.
Izzy woke her Galaxy. She checked messages. Swiped. Scrolled. All her old streams were there in the Archive of Lives. No new views or likes. But she was doing it—going live, streaming—nearly every day now.
Streaming—it was like another word: dreaming. Whenever she said streaming, she made a point to accent the first letter, a way to convince herself she wasn’t dreaming. Any difference was maybe negligible. She never knew what she might say in a stream. There was always an experience like out of body, talking to the image of herself talking alone in a room, the image of herself broadcasting, broadcasted, hair so white now in stringy waves, skin loose in ways no filters fixed, her face browned over with spots, always sweat-damp. Her eyes tired. The bags under them like black holes from which no light escaped. She’d had a headache for fifteen years. The headaches came and went though she was convinced it was not a string of headaches but the same single headache that had never quite let up all the way. To that long-standing skullthrob—plus the way she pinched at it always through her temples—she attributed the permanent deep furrow of her brow. While streaming, the headache slackened its hold some as she emptied her brain of whatever was in there causing pressure. Her streams escaped that way, like a kettle whistling, a rush of thoughts, riffs on stuff she’d read, tangents and digressions, memories faded or suppressed now boiling up for the half dozen or so followers who logged in and out and, rarely, tapped a few hearts her way. She’d thought streams might be the way to build a private practice, to treat the moonless wherever they were, or at least raise awareness about it, let others know they were not alone. She propped the Galaxy on a stack of SNAP applications and hit the red button to go live.
Izzy streamed—
New moon, yall. Or sometimes we say no moon. Why do they mean the same? Our Endymion parade rolled tonight. Rain and all. Here at NOG we are full up as usual. I hope all yall are safe. I’m waiting for the water to go down. I just wanted to say a reminder to the moonless. It is there in so many ways, even if you can’t see it. Like this parade tonight, Endymion. It’s all about the moon. We forget that. It’s just a name to us now. But, in the beginning, it was a story about the moon. Endymion was a shepherd in ancient times. Mythologically. He shepherded, and he stared at the sky. All that gazing got him longing for the moon. I mean, honey, he seriously did get the hots for that glowin rock! This is burning loins of the lunar variety, how it goes in mythology. Nothing’s ever just a rock. Back then people fell in love with anything. And everything turned out to be a god playing hooky. And gods were way more horny than mortals. They invented lust, the gods. Like if you’re a god, you lust, a tiny bit, to die. But anyway, the moon loved this shepherd back. Our boy, Endymion, he shot his shot and scored the moon! But he was mortal, which, that’s a bummer for a lovesick immortal like the moon. The moon wanted to avoid the heartbreak of Endymion’s inevitable death, wanted to keep her sexy shepherd youthful eternally. And so, one time the moon puts Endymion into a sleep on the death side of coma. And that’s pretty much where the myth ends. The moon returns nightly to lie with her snoring sweetheart, unto eternity. What am I sayin? I’m tired, yall. We’re all sleepwalkin. Maybe it’s a trance. The moon tryin to fuck us forever. Geez. I didn’t mean it like that but. Well. That’s Endymion. Your reason to parade. The moon is there—she wants you forever after.
From down in the clinic came wails. Izzy apologized for screams slipping into her stream. But no one watched. She waited. Maybe Teeter would log on.
Teeter had been the first. Teeter had served in Afghanistan, waged war on terror, but the VA doctors kept saying she was fine because she didn’t ever talk of the war and didn’t ever talk of terror and, anyway, the war conquered terror. Teeter had been pulled into counterinsurgency missions because they had needed female soldiers to search Afghan women. But this was before female soldiers were legally allowed in combat. Even though Teeter had seen some nasty shit, the VA kept denying her disability because, according to all official records, her experiences of combat did not exist. Now Teeter had disappeared from another job and another halfway house. Violated parole. The VA said Teeter was good as dead and had been for some time even though, otherwise, nothing was wrong with her.
Seven years ago, at the end of a court-ordered session with Izzy, Teeter brought it up offhand, said, And the moon, where did that fucker go?
Teeter didn’t think about it much, just another weird symptom of the dimming world as an addict delves into wider cycles of sober and crunk-strung, like the way food got to tasting all pretty much the same, or how it was impossible to feel loved. But Izzy did finally force her to pause and ponder the absence. Teeter guessed maybe it’d been months since she’d seen the moon, maybe a year even, though she didn’t know, because she wasn’t really out looking for it. The main thing was whether she could keep off pills and afford to eat and whether or not she cared to do either anyway in a country determined to fuck her down to nothing.
For months Teeter reported more of the same, that there was no moon as far as she could tell, plus that it didn’t matter. At the end of August that year, Izzy took her into the streets during Southern Decadence. A full moon washed over the Quarter, reflected off the murky Mississippi. Everyone could see the shine of it and, when Izzy asked, they all verified that the moon still surely hung there. Its light reflected off the glitter caked on their faces and revelers even howled heavenward for good measure, but for Teeter, the sky was dark, not totally empty, for there were still stars. When Izzy pressed her, Teeter said that though nights did not seem darker now, the quality of light was different somehow, not dramatically, but maybe different because of constancy, like all nights were dark in the same way now, which was not that dark at all in the city, like maybe she was stuck in a painting by an amateur who failed to understand the logic of light, how it fell and washed, an amateur who forgot to paint, in the sky of night, any moon.
That was also the year NASA announced there would be a new moonshot named Artemis, not that Izzy figured those things were connected. Lots of things were connected that nobody talked about, because it might get tiresome always tracing the intricate web in which we’re trapped. All the talk that year had been of fake news and the president stoking Nazis and building walls and it did not seem too insane that a person or a whole country might lose sight of the moon for all the bullshit earthside.
Eventually others did come to Izzy at NOG. They’d heard she was helping a friend of a friend of an acquaintance with something weird. They would talk circles around it before finally claiming that they might be in a similar situation. They’d go see the eye doctor, they said, but first they needed to see Izzy to get on the roll for Medicaid, or maybe they hoped Izzy could help them get disability for this eye thing, this missing moon. Some were only trying to work the system and Izzy wished she could help them work the system but it was hard enough to help folks with even the most obvious ailments. But anyway by late ’19, there had been a half dozen clients Izzy was sure were genuine in their moonlessness. She couldn’t do much for them except offer occasional group sessions. There was even a write-up in the local alt weekly about folks who’d begun meeting in the abandoned wings of NOG for a peculiar kind of therapy meant to help them regain sight of the moon. Then the pandemic had settled deep in the lungs of the world. The fog gathered there around the world’s brains. Izzy was overrun. The system was overrun. The group sessions ended and the moonless scattered. Whether or not the moon could be gandered upon was, as they say, picayune.
Since the pandemic, Teeter had checked out totally. Izzy stared into the Galaxy and a stream empty of all but herself. She got close to the camera, inspected the creases beside her eyes. She squinted at the cracked screen. Was there something behind her? Instead of turning, she reached to the screen. Pinched. Zoomed. There were eyes. Little beady eyes. Atop one of her file cabinets, watching her stream, perched a pigeon.
Eli walked in. The pigeon startled and flew in every direction at once, stirred up papers and grunted freakishly. Eli ducked and covered. Izzy got to a window and opened it and shouted, Get! until the bird flew out, flew off into the night, disappeared over confetti and beads and trash floating atop the urban floodwaters.
Damn, said Eli. I got squirrels in my office now. This fuckin building.
Yeah.
You packing already?
Just needed a breather.
Alright, said Eli. It’s slowed some finally. Help me with this last stack of forms and then we’ll walk home?
Izzy dug around looking for where the Galaxy had ended up. The stream was ongoing. She peered into it. No Teeter. She hit the button. The Galaxy slept.



Two
SHE KISSED HIS HEAD and leaned on him, pulled her rain boots off. He kissed her head. They sighed together. She made her way slowly up the stairs to their apartment above the bar. Eli stayed below with a beer and the dregs of Endymion. 4 a.m. They lived over a pub called Holy Ground because it was cheap and near NOG but during Carnival it was never quiet, so Eli didn’t even try to sleep. Izzy wanted, at least, to lie in bed.
She filled the bag of an ice pack with cubes to cool her headache. In their bedroom a plant grew up the wall and across the ceiling, a fern-looking thing with big thick stems arcing everywhere, spiked shoots growing vinelike. A climbing cactus, technically, though it didn’t quite look like one. It was a plant from a cutting she’d got long ago in Weeping Mary, Texas, a night bloomer called La Reina de la Noche. It had outgrown a pot on her desk and was in a larger pot on the floor but looked ready to take the whole apartment for itself. Izzy talked to La Reina, cleaned dust from her leaves which were technically just broad stems—cladodes. She stuck a finger into the soil as she iced her head. Izzy had the growing book there, also left over from her past life, a life in which she’d spent whole seasons in the pineywoods talking to no one, a silence unimaginable now after twenty years of talking to hundreds of people every day about the hardest parts of staying alive in a place like New Orleans. In the growing book she made a note with the date and the soil’s moisture level and the color of the cladodes. Then she flipped through the growing book, past the notes from a weed farmer named Rocky, past her notes of cultivation deep in the Davy Crockett Forest, past old eclipse maps, and then to the schedule of moons—worm, pink, flower, blood—but it didn’t matter much which moon it was. In the more than twenty years since she’d gotten the cutting, the plant had never bloomed.
In bed she lay under La Reina, scrolling in the glow of her Galaxy through storm updates and news on shortages of first responders, scrolling through pics of various Carnival debaucheries, scrolling through lots of bad trips. It made people ill, this new drug, physically—plenty of puking—but also often that dash of psychosis, not simply fear or paranoia like a bad acid trip, but something stranger. Like ketamine was famous for its K-hole, this stuff had a so-called greyzone. Izzy scrolled the posts. It was like dissociating, like out of body but more, out of all the bodies, floating up there in the third person, watching everybody in the scene but floating way up where you were incapable of distinguishing any of the bodies from any of the other bodies, like they were all the same body, an acute sense of the collective, even as you floated off from it. Damn. Realizing the oneness of everything only after being ripped from it. Thoroughly existential alienation. Puking and moaning. A man who fell or jumped from the Crescent City Connection was said to have taken the stuff. His body never got fished from the river. Some kids in Baton Rouge died, not from the toxicity of the drug, just from dehydration after all the puking. Tough to drink water while heaving for hours, so people on bad ALN trips crowded hospitals to get IVs and anti-nausea pills and benzos galore until they passed through the greyzone.
At Holy Ground crowds had gathered already for the next parade. Izzy drifted in and out of sleep as the sun rose. Cheers crept into her dreams. She dreamed of looking at the Galaxy. Or she woke and scrolled. Stared at La Reina. Or La Reina crept into her dreams too, wrapped her in vines but she fought the plant and got free and floated through a scroll of posts about the whole world eating ALN. She dreamed she had eaten ALN and was scared about what would happen to her, which way she would go, if the trip would be good or bad. She dreamed she was waiting for the drugs to kick in.
ALN was the abbreviation for this synthetic molecule cooked up overseas. It got pronounced alien for obvious reasons. Greyzone was so-called on account of that alien species familiar to any conspiracy theorist, or abductee—the Greys. But the trip, if you didn’t get stuck with heaves in the greyzone, wasn’t about hallucinating aliens. This wasn’t colors aswirl like on LSD. During good trips, ALN made people feel, well, peace. They melted totally into other people, like they—everyone—had always been part of the same goo and were just now finding their way back to the warm, primordial slime from which we all oozed, from which the ancient moon first wooed us tidally. Izzy tried to dream of that. She’d never done the drug and did not plan to on account of her longstanding sobriety but now she dreamed she was high and could not tell which way she was tripping. The appeal of a good trip was clear, especially after years of pandemic isolation: a group of folks all together on a good ALN trip was transcendent, anyone who experienced it agreed—proselytized, really—a crowd absolutely serene, in harmony with each other, spiritually and physically, all distances of all kinds collapsed, interconnectedness experienced in the extreme.
ALN eaters hallucinated oneness, all of them did, on good trips and bad—the only difference was whether or not you felt included.
Izzy dreamed of scrolling through groups of ALN eaters in massive cuddle puddles, hundreds deep and moaning softly in piles of spooned flesh, undulating. She dreamed of scrolling through wide-eyed screamers convinced the world had risen as one in a grand scheme against only them.
Which way would Izzy trip?
She dreamed of the scroll, infinite.
The ice pack, lukewarm, slipped down her face. Football blared from the bar. The sun was setting. Izzy unscrewed the lid and poured the water into a go-cup then set the cup with a collection of similar ones on the floor around La Reina, each cup already filled with melts of headaches past. Izzy had these tics from a childhood in the desert that, of late, had returned. She was waking earlier and earlier, like there were horses to feed. She was squinting always at the sun. She was shaking out her shoes at the end of the day like they were full of gypsum. She was recalling the odd scripture. And though now she lived below sea level, practically underwater, recently she never wasted a drop of it. Luckily, like all folks in New Orleans, she had an excess of commemorative plasticware, cheap cups thrown from every parade float and handed out at bars so that any kitchen cabinet in the city was like an archive of Carnivals and dives kept in exhibits of ten-ounce go-cups. Izzy used her cups to recycle ice from headaches into life for La Reina. Ten ounces of water in a cup from Rex and a cup from Muses and Orpheus and lots from Zulu, cups from Parkway and Pal’s and the Seahorse Saloon, cups from Chewbacchus and Dooky Chase too, all full and waiting to quench La Reina.
—
Monday morning she woke to Eli violently shaking his suit coat.
It’s like a fucking airborne virus, he said. Every Carnival. Glitter.
It’s flying everywhere, Eli. Quit.
He gave one last big shake and put the coat on. You coming to work?
I’m retired, honey. But I’ll be over in a bit, at least to pack some.
Eli left and in his wake was a trail of glitter. Somehow the humidity made it float more, made it spread and stick worse. Cleaning out her office would stir up decades of old glitter. She got out of bed and looked in the closet for clothes that wouldn’t be ruined by it. There hung Eli’s old coveralls. He’d been wearing them the day they met. Back then he’d worked maintenance for NASA as a janitor at Michoud Assembly Facility just ten miles from NOG, at the mouth of the Mississippi. She’d seen his NASA coveralls and had been so excited to pick his brain about spaceships but all he wanted to do was tell her she was saying it wrong: Aint right to say the last letter. You gotta say meee-shooo. Say it like a local.
And she’d said, Meeeshooo.
And he’d winked. That’s right, baby. I miss you, too.
The coveralls were blue and nearly identical to that iconic flight suit, just without any mission patches. But they had the Kevlar stitching. Self-extinguishing Nomex fiber. Fourteen brass zippers. Pen pockets. She wasn’t sure why Eli kept the coveralls. Maybe she was the one who had kept them. Hard to remember now. He’d been unceremoniously laid off fifteen years back, when NASA quit making spaceships. They’d cut him loose with no severance or anything. Though it had spurred him to take online classes and get into social work with Izzy at NOG, he rarely had anything good to say about NASA.
Izzy pulled on the coveralls, got her arms and shoulders twisted in ways she wasn’t used to. Maybe she was too old for the hassle of it. In the mirror she put her hair up, then rolled the sleeves and pant legs to fit. Except for the contrast of her white hair and the faded blue of the coveralls, she recognized somebody she’d been long ago—her silhouette hadn’t aged. Her stomach got dizzy. She’d often thought of the cult denims, as Oliver had called them, like playacting, like costumes for spaceships of angels to identify who deserved to come aboard. But they’d also been a denial of, like, corporeality, of the fact of the body, of her body, which Izzy had been taught was bad, that all bodies were just evil prisons to transcend. So much of her life had been spent in coveralls because of lingering shame over being embodied. Her skin, being in it, felt good now, most days. It was not always easy but it was gratifying to be in the world, a body moving and feeling through it. So why did it thrill her, just a little bit, to be in coveralls again?
She descended into Holy Ground, filled her mug with coffee from behind the bar, walked the grass of the neutral ground toward the murky waters of Bayou St. John over which NOG towered. Today was Lundi Gras. The small neighborhood krewes paraded. Briefly she was in step with hipsters whose outfits were decorated all over with beans. Families on bikes caravaned toward Uptown to spend the day tailgating until Proteus and Orpheus rolled. The worst of it was over for NOG. Tomorrow was finally Mardi Gras and that mess happened mostly down around the Quarter. NOG would be closed. This is it, she thought. End of another era for Izzy Gently.
The EMERGE doors opened. Any lingering heavers from Endymion were sedated and hooked to drips. There were still CAUTION signs over little puddles of viscous mixtures best not guessed at, plus glitter flung everywhere by the writhing of bad trips. There was Eli, already with arm-fuls of paperwork.
What the hell are you wearing? he said.
Cleaning clothes. You never use them.
Well, that aint the point. They’re, like, a keepsake.
A keepsake of a job you hated?
I worked there twenty years, Izzy. I hated it some. I loved it some.
You think anybody will care if I use the van to move my stuff?
That’s all my complicated feelings you’re prancing around wearing.
Sorry, honey. What about the van?
The hospital van? We don’t have room for all your files at our place.
I got a storage unit.
Just now?
I’ve had a storage unit.
Oh.
Yeah.
Since when?
Since a long time. So I’m gonna take the van, if anybody asks.
I did not know about this storage unit.
We never talked about it.
That’s my point, Izzy.
Oh.
Good Lord. Anyway. Happy retirement, baby.
—
In her office, the frenzy of beating wings nearly knocked her over. A storm of pigeons. The window wouldn’t open now though she heaved at it and swatted wildly at the birds until she was out of breath. Oh well. The pigeons settled to syncopated coos. If yall play nice, she said, tomorrow the office is all yours.
The posters came down first. Covering holes and stains were mandatory therapy platitudes—IT’S OK TO FEEL THIS WAY! WHAT CAN I CONTROL? IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT! These she threw in the trash. The only poster she carefully rolled to save was her biggest. It was from NASA and showed the new Mega Rocket being assembled at Michoud for the Artemis moonshot. The poster read: BIG EASY. She’d put it up thinking it might help the moonless. Right in their own city, in the same place all the Apollo rockets had been built, the Artemis rockets were being born. New Orleans was making spaceships again. For the first time in fifty years, Americans would walk on the moon, and not just walk but stay, live, colonize. Artemis 1 had orbited the moon in ’22. Artemis 2 was under construction now. Artemis 3 would, NASA promised, put the first woman and person of color on the moon. Izzy would tell all this to the moonless, who, generally, were not impressed.
Over at Michoud Assembly Facility was a giant clock like a billboard with digital red numbers: a countdown to the next moonwalk. But the clock kept getting reset. The mission kept getting delayed. And, anyway, NASA kept changing what the clock was counting toward. They wanted to give the illusion of progress even though the new moon landing was always another year away. The clock had flashed down to big red zeros several times already as different stages of the rocket got built. Hacktivists even got into the clock at one point and got it reversed so it was not a countdown but a rising tally keeping track of all the dead from the pandemic until it ran out of numbers and went to flashing zeros again. She woke the Galaxy and swiped around until she found a livestream of the big rocket clock. 0001343. It blinked and ticked down. The clock seemed set now to April, probably counting down to when, in just two months, there would be a total solar eclipse whose path of totality would cross so much of America that it had been dubbed the Great Eclipse. No giant leap for humankind, thought Izzy. We’ve predicted eclipses for a few thousand years. Yet we struggled to return to our own moon, which hung over us—most of us—danced around us, clung to our flanks or encircled our collective necks, a lunar pillory.
Izzy sorted files into piles, to save and to shred. The shred pile grew enormous as did her guilt because every paper in it represented a person and their problems, their collected traumas just scattered there like that, going a few sheets at a time into the shredder’s grinding teeth which spit out endless ribbons of tribulation that Izzy stuffed into trash bags. The save pile was mostly moon stuff, agnosia research, academic papers both cosmological and psychological, quotes from poets and musicians, pictures of moonrocks, all manner of ancient illustrations, years of scraps of all kinds from her obsession with the appearance of a phantom, plus files on each of the moonless. It was Johnny and Mew and Draw. Birdi and SlimGin and Tomtom. Jude and Anya and Zel. Shawn. And, of course, Teeter.
She propped up the Galaxy. Might as well stream some of the research she’d done, in case any of it mattered. She hit the red button and streamed how, way back when, the working theory of how dreams ended up in our sleeping heads was that the moon stuck them there. Maybe, thought our ancestors, the moon itself is made of dreams, emptying into us nightly and that’s why it wanes like it does. But then how does it refill, wax full of dreams again? Who puts dreams into the head of the moon? There was scripture Izzy recalled, a verse that named things, a name for the moon that was both right and wrong: the lesser light. Not as bright as the sun, certainly, but somehow greater than even that star in our imagination. Getting the proper name for anything is a constant negotiation. She grabbed a folder labeled LESSER LIGHT. It was full of research about the moon not as an astronomical reality, but as an object of cultural imagination. Some cultures know that on a summer night, when the lesser light is full and falling on your face, you might transform into a beast, especially one you fear. The werewolf, of course, but perhaps your fear is of the snake or the roach. The lesser light knows what scares you. At night your eyes deceive you in the dimness of the lesser light. Anything you can imagine might be there in the shadows it casts. The moon is a pendulum that swings between extremes—if the lesser light hits lovers reciting poetry on their honeymoon balcony, their union will be blessed with joy, but if it falls on the bed as they do their consummation grind, their bond will destroy them both. These are things humans have believed, things Izzy had researched, things she now streamed. Witches could draw down the lesser light and it would speak through them, but if you heard the voice of the lesser light while alone, you were cursed to eat rocks eternally. Any child conceived in the fullness of lesser light is destined to go insane. A boy pissing in the direction of lesser light will have an eyeball loosed from his face and it will dangle until his mother snaps it off, feeds it to the hens. If you toil on a loom at night in lesser light, the threads you weave are fated to become rope that will get cinched around the neck of your brother. Bathing in view of the lesser light will shorten life or hasten insanity or both, which is why babies must be baptized indoors. Men of reason once taught, not so long ago, that Earth’s crust thinned under the direct shine of lesser light, and so, on full moons, folks avoided dancing on dirt for fear their tapping feet might wake from our planet’s core the ghosts slumbering there. When the lesser light waxes, wounds suffered will hideously scar.
She stopped the stream. No one watched. She thought that, in the whole plugged-in world, there should be at least a few randos popping in and out. In her Archive of Lives, she scrolled to the one stream that had more than a dozen views. It was from a few years ago. She’d told the story of seeing a huge moon one summer in Texas when she’d been surveying for a Dairy Queen. Why had she even told that story? It wasn’t like her to talk about the past. Yet as she scrolled through her archive she realized a lot of memories might have slipped out, streamed out, and that it was better for her sobriety and sanity and freedom if the streams went unviewed.
Teeter’s was the only comment on the old stream—Dairy Queen?!!! lolololol
The pigeons stirred. Izzy loaded what papers she wanted to save into the only file cabinet not covered in rust. The folder labeled LESSER LIGHT
she set aside to take home. For some reason she felt it belonged with the growing book. Then she bounced the file cabinet downstairs on a dolly and wheeled it out to the hospital van. The van, having been pressed into service for the morgue during the pandemic, reeked still of suffering.
Izzy rolled down the windows as she drove to Other Space.
—
In her storage unit was only this—wreckage from a spaceship.
The unit was huge, big enough for two RVs. It had a massive rolling door. The captain’s chair from the shuttle Columbia sat at the center, alone. Izzy rolled the file cabinet in next to it. The flickering fluorescents of Other Space Storage stirred the headache at her temples, made her eyes throb. The chair’s harnesses were torn and singed. Ripped wires protruded everywhere. The base was blown out from where the ejection chute had deployed. As Izzy sat, the whole thing rocked back unsteadily.
Her first years in New Orleans she’d come to Other Space every few months, would roll open the door and sit in the chair a few hours at a time, a way to meditate about the life she’d survived without needing to ponder any specifics. But, like many storage units eventually, this one hadn’t been opened in years. The chair might have disappeared, for all she knew. But it hadn’t, and she was glad. Addressing the troubles of others—or, often, failing to address their troubles—had dominated Izzy’s life for so long that now, only a half hour retired, she felt unexpectedly renewed, both because she could devote meaningful time to the moonless, but also because she had the energy and clarity to pause now and process her own self.
On the drive over she’d begun rehearsing a new stream about how the moon was like a dimmer on the sun. There is this constant massive explosion of a star yet we’re able to stare at the face-melting plasma flares of it comfortably through its reflection off this rock that orbits us. The moon, she thought, is like a protective lens for eyeballing unfathomable power without totally giggling your brain. Here I am, your path to fathom the unfathomable, says the moon. Maybe what the moonless had lost was the ability or will for ecstatic contemplation of the kind that got so many poets and philosophers staring up at the moon in the first place. As Izzy sat in the chair of the wrecked spaceship, her mind wandered from that stream. What she could not stop pondering was scorpions. Back at the Gently place, she’d learned to shoot by blasting those bugs glowing in the moonlight. She was not eager to hold a gun again. Why were the scorpions coming to her now? Or was she thinking of Oliver? He had taught her about the moon as a way to see what one cannot bear to look at directly. He had taught her to say, to think, One time the moon …
Izzy propped the Galaxy on the file cabinet and hit the button. She circled the chair. On a jagged piece of its frame, she ripped a hole in the coverall’s left leg, dug her fingers in there, tore until the leg of the pants was mostly gone. She balanced and twisted awkwardly until her bare thigh was up next to the camera, her rapture scar there in the lens of the Galaxy. The scar was so much lighter than the rest of her skin, almost translucent. With age it had spread some and become not wrinkled but ridged, seemed to ripple in a way that reminded her of the wind-sculpted dunes at White Sands.
Izzy streamed—
This is the scar I’ve had longest. I am this scar, in a way. I hardly think about how it got there. I do think about all that’s happened since. A scar about everything after. But I guess you cannot learn to love the scar unless you’ve first learned to heal the wound.
She sat, threads hanging. Awash in the fluorescents of Other Space, Izzy lost track of time. The red LIVE button pulsed. For a long while, she stared at it, thinking of Oliver and the red light of that old radio tower that had so tormented him.
Izzy streamed—
One time the moon was a child hiking up a mountain in the wind. It was like an exodus from La Luz. Ascending in cult denims. The moon followed Brother Heel from the farm up the canyon. He told the moon she was extraterrestrial static trapped in flesh coops, told the moon her dead mother was static too. But none of us could die forever, he said. There was singing. All of Radio Bible Study sang. The moon’s hands were red. It was like a chorus line hiking through mesquite and yucca, gathering dry needles of jack pine. Atop the mountain they made a bonfire. Smoke in the moon’s eyes. The smoke coiled deep into the irises of the moon. Heel said the moon’s mother would join us soon. Said there were angels in spaceships from heaven. Then barks. Shouting. A helicopter whirled. Shots rang out. Like a tractor beam some searchlight hit Brother Heel holding the radio high like to God. The moon sang loud until her little body shook. Primal hymn of wails. The moon could not make her eyes turn off. Brother Heel reared big like sucked into the sky. Arms outstretched as wings. Home again home again jiggety-jog. Into the fire sprayed the whole back, the whole insides of his bald head. It was like uncapped. Like blossoming. Like his heart pumped out through his neck. The group scattered. The moon was alone. A canine chased the moon and the teeth of the canine sank into the moon’s thigh. The wound. The moon felt, the moon thought, the moon remembers Brother Heel falling into the fire. There he goes. He is ash rising in the night and my eyes would not turn off and I choked on the smoke of him as I ran.



Three
DAWN. MARDI GRAS. Zulu would be readying to roll over on Claiborne Avenue—the Tramps and Black Masking Indians and so many marching bands. She and Eli always got up early for a good spot on Orleans Avenue where they could usually catch a coconut. They descended into Holy Ground for coffee. The Galaxy buzzed. There was a comment on her latest stream. It was Teeter—La Luz??? LAND OF ENCHANTMENT! U at nasty NOG?
A sour of drinkers left over from last night still hunched at the bar. Izzy sat with them, stared at her phone. Eli said, We gotta go, baby. Won’t be no spots left.
You go on, said Izzy. There’s something else I need to do.
On Mardi Gras morning? And retired? Come on.
Teeter’s back, said Izzy.
He smiled big in disappointment. No worries. When it came to the moonless, he had learned not to agitate the situation. Especially when it was about Teeter. Both Izzy and Teeter had grown up at the bottom of New Mexico, maybe that was it. Southern New Mexico might as well be Mars, as far as Eli was concerned. He was vaguely interested in it but didn’t foresee himself getting there anytime soon. And it was not a place Izzy discussed much, unless she was talking about Teeter. When Teeter was around, meaning out of jail or off drugs for a while, she was all Izzy talked about. Teeter this, Teeter that, everything about the moonless. So Eli handed over hot coffee and said, No worries. I’ll try and get us a coconut. He walked out alone. Izzy went back upstairs to change.
She’d worn Eli’s coveralls in the last stream and thought if she had them on again, she might be easier for Teeter to spot in the crowds. Izzy cut the coveralls off at the right thigh to match the damage she’d done the previous day. Now she was dressed again like she’d been thirty years ago, the silhouette she recognized from back when she was Teeter’s age. How had Izzy managed to live so long and what for? What had she been doing at thirty-three? Those were lost years, somewhere between Abel and SeaWorld, broken hearts and sobriety. She’d not felt lost in a long time. She headed toward NOG and Teeter.
A flow of humanity moved down through the Crescent City toward the Quarter. Izzy walked against the flow. There was no guarantee Teeter was at the old hospital right at this moment. But a feeling that she might be there persisted. Izzy circumambulated the graffiti-covered ruins for a half hour until, legs hanging from a fourth-story hole that was once a bank of windows, shaking glittery wings and a halo, there was Teeter, dressed like Cupid.
Come down, yelled Izzy.
Come up, yelled Teeter.
The EMERGE doors were closed so Izzy ducked through a hole in the chain-link, found a side door too rusted and warped to lock, then made her way into the abandoned maternity ward where domestic touches like rocking chairs and cribs deteriorated under fuzzy mold. Izzy went up a dark staircase, following the sound of Teeter singing, until she got to the fourth story and out on the ledge where Teeter dangled her legs.
Home again home again jiggety-jog, sang Teeter. Ever since you said that on stream, it’s been stuck in my brain. Also, what the hell are you wearing? I’m Cupid, obviously, but what are you? Some kind of redneck astronaut?
Yeah. Don’t let me fall. Izzy grabbed Teeter’s arm for balance as she sat.
Tomorrow’s Valentine’s Day, said Teeter, so I’m just living in the future. I won’t sleep, you know, meaning I won’t change clothes. Might as well wear what I’m gonna wear tomorrow, which is this. You like it? It’s gonna be weird to wear tomorrow because, you know, always Ash Wednesday right after Mardi Gras. Ash Valentine’s this year. Time’s all fucked up. Starting Lent on Valentine’s? My mother would shit herself. She would have never let me walk into San Albino wearing this. But in this city a priest will give me ashes even if I’m butt naked. Anyway, do you like my halo or naw?
Yeah, said Izzy. It’s cool.
Cool.
The costume was cheap but on Teeter it was sort of mythic. She was five years out of the army and muscular still despite all the trouble with pills, being in and out of jails and halfway houses. She was short which made her muscles seem bigger. She kept her dark hair in a ponytail wrapped loose in a bun like a messy homage to what had been mandated while in uniform. In the army she’d been a communications engineer and was too smart for whatever she was doing now but she was often on the brink of a bad decision just to rock the boat some, which was maybe how she got the nickname Teeter. Today her words were in a hurry, like she was on something speedier than usual or on a manic swing or both. Though, on the whole, she appeared better than Izzy might have guessed. Her halo floated perfectly level.
It’s good to see you, said Izzy.
I don’t like coming here. A bunch of white ladies with paperwork never change anything, said Teeter. But I don’t mind you. You’re from New Mexico at least.
Did you see any of my messages?
What do you think?
Well, I’m retired. That was the message. Your case transfers to a different social worker.
Great.
But I’m starting a private group. Just for moonless. None of them are really responding to me yet. Like you they’re all a little … scattered.
Just the moonless?
Yeah.
Plus you.
Right. The moonless and me.
I wanted to talk about that actually. I saw your stream where you said moonless. It’s a good name. It got me thinking about it. Like before you gave it a cool name, I just chalked it up to mental illness. Anxiety. But, moonless! Like, whoa. So, I’ve been studying. Getting books and everything. Like you do. Guess what? A lot of people, for, like, a long time, have been writing about the moon. Maybe it’s in the top five most common topics in the history of the world? Fucking. Killing. Sun. Moon. God. Wild, right?
You always treated it like a joke.
Yeah. Your last stream was real though. Like, raw. Talking about your scar. Really made me think. You’re good at that. It’s, like, mesmerizing when you look right in the camera.
I just rambled some. Too personal, I guess.
Teeter shrugged. Her wings trembled. I just got to thinking, you know, what if we’re not wrong.
I never said you were wrong.
Or crazy or sick or whatever.
You’re not.
I know.
Alright.
So everyone should know, said Teeter. Like, maybe it’s good news, being moonless.
Crowds moved down the bayou and up the greenway and over the parkway, slowly feeding into each other as Cupid and the astronaut looked on from atop NOG.
Anyway, said Teeter, wanna feed the strays?
—
They climbed down and came out through the chain-link and went to the Honda Civic where Teeter slept lately. She put up a shade she had for a privacy curtain on the windshield and came around to the trunk which she banged on a few times until it popped open. Inside was a fifty-pound bag of cat food.
Get that stroller from the back seat, said Teeter. Got it at Goodwill for five bucks. That way we can bring the whole bag.
Izzy had to move piles of library books to get the stroller out. Teeter heaved the bag of cat food into the stroller, buckled it in like a lumpy baby. Feeding strays around Mid-City was something Izzy liked to do. A few years back, she’d streamed about how all the cats disappear on Mardi Gras when humans take to crawling the streets in drunken throngs, about how some Mardi Gras she’d like to go around just feeding all the probably terrified strays to let them know it was not the end of the world. Teeter must have watched all her streams, going way back in her Archive of Lives. That was just like Teeter. All or nothing.
They set out, Izzy pushing the stroller. Teeter picked up discarded go-cups and, with a pocketknife pulled from her skirt, cut them into makeshift bowls then scooped food from the bag and set them behind a bush or dumpster or under a stoop. At first, there was not a cat to be seen. But slowly, in the stroller’s wake, strays ventured out to feed.
Up the parkway and they paused on the overpass to Gert Town. Though it was morning, a sliver of moon rose over the river.
Look, said Izzy. Clair de Terre.
Izzy couldn’t remember if she’d ever asked Teeter or the others about the moon in daylight. She’d assumed it made no difference. Many days, though, the full rock was there like a dim stamp of approval on blue skies, a little crescent brighter than the rest, as if the stamp had been over inked on one edge, or maybe the stamper, in a hurry to get all the skies of all the worlds approved, hadn’t stamped this one hard enough. Young moon with old moon in her arms, is how the poets liked to describe the phenomenon. The crescent of it shone from sunlight but the outline was dimmer because the sunlight it reflected first bounced off Earth. In the brighter crescent, we see the sun. In the dimmer part, we see ourselves reflecting the sun—Clair de Terre.
Can you see it? said Izzy.
What do you think? said Teeter. Like maybe that extra reflection changes something? Sorry. It’s just … I use the showers at the gym but I like the toilets at the library. The philosophy shelves are by the shitter. For whatever obvious reason. I saw this fancy fat book called Natural Magick so I grabbed it. Have you read Giambattista? Giambattista was like Shakespeare and Galileo and maybe Merlin smashed into one. Like he had curandera vibes but not really because he was a rich Italian Renaissance bro.
They were halfway through the bag of food already. One stray had jumped into the stroller to ride. Izzy and Teeter doubled back and went with the flow of humanity taking Lafitte Greenway toward the Quarter.
I feel like I’m about to drop some important moon knowledge, said Teeter, like the way you do. It’s like I need to get it out. Do you want me to say this on your stream? Or is that weird? Like with doctor-patient confidentiality or whatever? For me to be in your stream?
No. I mean, yeah. It’s a good idea.
Izzy pulled the Galaxy from her coveralls and turned the camera on Teeter who took the reins of the stroller. Izzy hit the red button.
Teeter streamed—
Okay so this dude is writing about how to hide messages in eggs, how to float a table with no legs, how to stir a witches’ brew, how fat from rabbits makes oil for lamps with light that arouses all of womankind, without fail, torrentially. These are not all good ideas, you know? Wait. Pause. Stop the stream. Should I tell them I can’t see the moon? Never mind. They’ll figure it out. Like I’m telling them maybe the moon is a conspiracy. Oh, we should definitely make that the title of the stream. Anyway. Giambattista. Dude invented the first, best camera obscura. But he maybe invented the telescope too? Lots of people invented the telescope all at once. Like in cycles the world yearns together to see further. Like we’ve cycled back to another moonshot like you keep talking about. He dabbled in demonology and alchemy but that got him dragged to account by the Inquisition. Then he wrote plays. Everything he did or wrote was about eyes, vision, our limits in perceiving anything. He was desperate for ways to see beyond what we normally see. His plays, like, invented stagecraft. Special effects. Mirrors and smoke and everything. And now they stash his book by the shitter. Maybe he would be fine being forgot? Easier to imagine what’s forgotten, right? Dude was all about lenses and mirrors and light and drugs, anything for bridging reality and imagination. Nature is the great magician … all of her wonders are created out of delight in her own shows. He wrote that. Good, right?
Teeter paused. While walking and streaming, she had ceased putting out the food. A few strays now trotted alongside them. Izzy turned the Galaxy on the strays as she repeated what Teeter had just said—all of her wonders are created out of delight in her own shows—then focused again on Teeter.
If how we perceive reality changes because of drugs or mirrors or performances, then what the fuck does that mean about reality? Zoom in. This is my point. Our dude envisioned a giant mirror to project words onto the moon. A mirror as big as a building. And we would, like, hold gigantic signs with big words and the mirror would reflect the big words onto the moon. The moon like a screen. What the fuck? Just like a man. To the moon he says, Here are some things I would like you to share, on my behalf, with all of humanity!
Izzy was pinched deep into Teeter’s face. The wings of her eyeliner were perfect even as the wings of her costume drooped. Izzy pinched out, looked around. They were in Tremé now. Their following of strays had increased. Another jumped into the stroller, pawed the bag of food. A few revelers stopped to get pics of cats in a baby stroller but most everybody flowed onward to Prieur Street. Many walked by in groups not boisterously but quietly.
Giambattista was monstrous, of course. Believed a person’s morality was determined by their appearance. But he did save witches from burning at the stake. I respect that. He proved their conjuring of demons was just hallucinogenic roots in their witches’ brew and then told the pope it was all from their minds on drugs and not from, well, fornicating with Satan or whatever. Which, the pope would prefer Satan not get laid, you know? Cameras and telescopes and hallucinogens. Holy Trinity. Are you still streaming? Let’s take this dude’s giant mirror and project an exact image of the moon onto the moon. It’s perfect, no? A video, even. You know Nam June Paik? He did this art installation in the sixties called Moon Is the Oldest TV. I saw it online. That’s the whole idea, Izzy. A stream of the moon on the moon coming and going exactly as it does. Some people see the moon. Some people see the stream. But nobody is moonless. Or … maybe … and this is the conspiracy I promised … the moon has been a stream this whole time and some of us recently got disconnected.
Teeter asked if anyone was watching. Izzy said, No.
Impossible. I just talked for like an hour. Gimme your phone.
As Teeter swiped around, Izzy mumbled to herself. A stream of the moon on the moon. The firmament in Trinitron. A Trinitron in the firmament.
It was near noon. Their strays were now a whole parade, two dozen cats in formation. They paused on the greenway where a crowd had amassed.
You were on private, said Teeter. This whole time, you’ve been on private. Don’t worry. You’re public now.
Teeter streamed the strays. Whoa, she said. The Galaxy buzzed. And again. Watchers tuned in. On the stream, strays paraded behind Izzy as she pushed the stroller toward the park at Prieur Street where gathered several hundred people, a mob of the fully blissed, a host of the costumed coming openly to one another, embracing and slowly piling quietly, blurring into one other, limbs entangling, removing coats or wigs or crowns or masks or intricately beaded gowns or any other part of their getups that might prevent them getting fully smooshed into the flesh puddle, the soft torsional rabble, not a cuddle but an awesome enfolding, nothing louder than sighs escaping the assemblage, those ALN eaters piled there, breathing in sync now, now as one moaning under earthshine.



Four
THEY WERE LIKE GODS, wretched and gnarled in their majesty. Sun shone through emerald moss hanging from every twist of scabrous branch as if the live oaks now wept the ancient light of which they’d been made. Izzy walked the grove in City Park. She found one that had been alive for a millennium. A plaque said so, as if the vast trunk was meaningless. The branches stretched far. On one side they drooped heavily to earth like the tree had leaned to catch a breather. Could it weep another thousand years of light? Other branches soared still but only because they had intricate crutches of wood and iron in concrete footings, prosthetic limbs to help the oak stand through hurricanes. Sensors with little solar panels there in the roots beamed vitals to arborists. It was a beautiful cyborg of a tree. Izzy sat in the crook of a low branch and woke the Galaxy.
In the hours after their Mardi Gras stream, the Galaxy had buzzed every few minutes as someone tapped a heart or scrolled into the Archive of Lives and commented on what they found there. It wasn’t anything like viral but it had caught on some. Eli, when he watched, had said, No wonder. Cats, conspiracies, plus all that weird copulation-type drug stuff. Yall captured everything the internet thirsts for.
The stream had nearly a thousand hearts but got Izzy only about a hundred followers. Two days on and the Galaxy wasn’t buzzing much anymore. Teeter wasn’t replying. Izzy should stream again, she knew. Now that she was public, that was the thing to do. But yesterday, as she’d sat with Eli in Holy Ground eating Valentine’s Day po’boys, with the ashed penitents arriving from Mass, the coupled lovers on dates, he’d reminded her to be careful. Eli didn’t know everything about her past but understood there were discrepancies in the way she’d got her license for social work, in the way she planned to get retirement. He understood there were ways in which Izzy Gently wasn’t quite real. She’d promised him, on the holiness of Ash Valentine’s, to be careful. But wasn’t Lent all about giving something up? She didn’t observe Lent but was curious about giving up being careful all the time. Everything used to be scheduled to the moon. Now only Easter—always the first Sunday after a full moon following the March equinox. Lent is tied to Easter and so also to the moon. And Ash Wednesday starts Lent after Mardi Gras. Maybe now was the time, the only right season for gleaning moonless. She swiped her calendar away and checked the NASA clock at Michoud: 00001271.
Izzy propped the Galaxy on a root and centered herself onscreen, loomed over the lens in the shadow of the live oak, her long white hair swaying like Spanish moss. She rubbed her temples. When a headache persists, it ought not be called an ache—consciousness is altered by the invariability of the thrum, a pain, yes, but also a whole slanted worldview where light means something angry, air means only pressure, and all of everything is against you. She exhaled. She hit the red button. It pulsed.
Izzy streamed—
Some other planet bumped into ours, like smashed, in the beginning, you know? Everything on Earth got liquefied. The other planet shattered. The debris of it got stuck around us, orbiting. The debris gathered. Collected itself into a zombie planet, then smashed us again. But Earth was liquefied and so it just melted into us, left only the tiniest crumbs of itself in orbit around us. Eventually those leftovers found each other. And those leftovers stuck together and stayed where they were, in our orbit, lying in wait. So that, my friends, is the origin story of our moon. Our lesser light is leftovers of a cosmic accident. Or a cosmic violence? Our lesser light is an antagonist tamed. But we weren’t unscarred. The collision tilted us. Before the moon, we turned every six hours. After the moon, our twenty-four-hour day. Now the gravity of the moon gives us seasons, holds us stable on the tilted axis. Without it we would roll, oceans sloshing chaotically. That collision made our plates and set them in motion, the tectonics, suspension for steadying our water and our land. As a reminder of that original violence, to this day the moon toys with our oceans, creates tides. The very edges of our land underwater, then exposed, then underwater again. This slosh maybe started life, the ol’ in-and-out, water over land, tides nudging evolution, from floating amoebas to bipedal fleshbags of the plains. All this she has wrought, our lesser light. Our antagonist and creator. Back all those billions of years ago, after the first violence, the moon was so close. Less than twenty-five thousand miles away. All those eons ago, when fully lit above the horizon, she filled so much of the sky, twenty times bigger than our fullest moon now. Imagine! Her vastness across the firmament, not hanging but steadily moving across the sky because, all those billions of years ago, she rose and fell three times a day. Tides like tsunamis then. Out of those tides we oozed, maybe, up on the beach, and flopped prostrate before her. Without the original violence, without the leftovers of it, without it persisting there as our lesser light, we don’t exist. Our lesser light shines as a beacon of the trauma that bore us. Now the moon is farther away, a quarter million miles, and inching further year after year as she slows down, further from the violence. From the beginning, I guess, we were always losing the moon.
—
A week later, Teeter commented on the stream: lunatics @ grifter tonite!!!
Grifter was an old motel slightly renovated to resemble a hip boutique inn. Any actual guests were often run off by locals purchasing watery cocktails in order to access the pool which was heated in winter even if it wasn’t ever clean. From December to March, the pool emitted a scent like old gumbo poorly seasoned. Izzy walked through the lounge to the courtyard where steam rose off the water toward a moon waxing gibbous. Suspended over the pool was a disco ball. Around the pool were lounge chairs plus one big plastic abomination of lipsticked puckering that was comfortable seating only for the span of about three tries at a selfie. A crowd of millennials peppered the pool deck, rolled out yoga mats. They stretched some. A chorus of singing bowls hummed from speakers. Everyone peeled off layers of designer Lycra. The lights dimmed. The disco ball sparkled. All were naked now and on their mats assuming various unnatural positions.
A tongue drum rang out. Izzy scanned the crowd. Teeter was not there. The patio bartender shrugged at Izzy. They were the only two fully dressed. The bartender said, Wednesdays in winter get slow. They let any weird group book the place. The flyer says it’s called moon tanning.
A voice called out different body parts: soles or toes or perineums. Cracks or scrotums. Pits, tits, and slits, thought Izzy. The millennials contorted themselves in rhythm with meditative tones, angling to offer up tender flesh unknown even to the sun, though most light falling on their bodies came from the spinning disco ball.
Maybe Teeter had sent Izzy on a wild goose chase. Maybe it was still a big joke to Teeter, as silly as these folks in their communal stretching, raising taints grindingly like for the cosmos to wipe clean. Or maybe Teeter was running late and had every intention of stripping down, of assuming happy-baby pose as if there were parts of her that could feel what she could not see. Maybe Izzy should strip down too. Under a bug net, back in the pineywoods, she had loved to let moonlight wash over her scar. But the vibes here were nothing like the symphony of pineywoods.
One millennial let loose rolling full-cheeked flatulence to which another moaned empathetically, Release! Offer all to our goddess Selene! It went on this way until an argument at the pool’s gate crescendoed to a full ruckus and spilled through finally to the pool deck. Floating bright lights hovered and closed in. They were wearing headlamps, people dressed in black sweats like ragtag commandos, hollering, accosting the moontanners of Grifter Inn. Nude stretchers clinched defensively or cried out for police as they fell from halasanas into the pool. The invaders posted up around the water as the last of the millennials scrambled into the lounge, clutching their wads of athleisure. The invaders killed their headlamps and chanted in the dark: We were al-ways lo-sing the moon! We were al-ways lo-sing the moon!
The invaders gazed absently moonward. Izzy saw their pain by its light. And by its light she knew their faces. It was Johnny and Mew and Draw. Birdi and SlimGin and Tomtom. Jude and Anya and Zel. Even Shawn. Teeter held up a phone and streamed as Jude threw a deck chair at the disco ball. Little mirrors shattered into the pool. Izzy let out a growl of disapproval. The group turned and flipped on their headlamps, lit Izzy up bright and blinded her. Teeter sat now in the throne of lips like a conquering hero. She opened her arms to Izzy and said, Won’t this look so good on stream?
—
Teeter dragged the absurd chair of lips into Other Space. Whoa, she said as Izzy rolled up the unit’s door. Teeter put the lips at the center of the unit next to the captain’s chair. The others lingered outside the rolling steel door trying to figure out what the hell they were looking at. There were C-stands with lights clamped on and lights with filters and gobos washing the walls in cool colors and designs vaguely celestial. On top of the file cabinet, and facing the captain’s chair, was an old television, thick with tubes, a heavy relic many decades old—a twenty-inch Trinitron. Izzy hadn’t expected to bring the whole group already into Other Space and she wasn’t anywhere near finished setting everything up. But she’d needed to get them away from Grifter Inn before the cops showed up. They’d agreed to follow her down the block so long as Teeter could bring the lips.
Obviously, we need more chairs, said Izzy.
Oh, hell yeah, mission accepted, said Teeter. She pulled out her knife and flicked to a tool and walked out to another unit where she wiggled the pick into its padlock, snapped it open, and moved on. Birdi rolled the door up, rummaged around inside. She coughed at dust as she slid along little trails that mazed through junk, old cookware from an industrial kitchen grimed over with grease, rusty from decades of humidity. There was a barstool fashioned from a tractor seat. Birdi whooped and dragged it out. Got one, she said.
Teeter picked another padlock. And another. Johnny rolled a door open. Anya rolled a door open. SlimGin got into a unit full of nothing but trading cards and slammed it shut and locked it up and demanded that Teeter open another. Draw came grinning down the alley, pushing a leather wingback chair, ornately carved legs splintering along the way. Mew was in a unit moving office records and envelopes of loose teeth to get at a dental chair she’d never be able to lift or even scoot. Jude was in a unit picking through boxes of dolls. Anya was in a unit unstacking little school desks, looking for one to fit in.
Izzy sat in the captain’s chair doing her breathing exercises, trying not to faint or float as, one by one, the moonless came back with what they’d pilfered. A drafting stool. A beanbag. A wicker deck chair. Something like a big pleather egg. A motorized wheelchair. Teeter returned to sit in her throne of lips.
Don’t worry, said Teeter. We can put them all back just as easy.
Chesterfield chair. Yard lounger. Tractor stool. School desk. Leather. Wicker. Wood. Velvet. Bauhaus. Farmhouse. Art deco. They had all the best seats in Other Space.
Okay. Let’s do group, said Teeter. We’re here. I made them all watch your streams. We’re serious now about being moonless, whatever that means. We’re it.
This aint how we do group, said Izzy. There’s a process.
Tomtom said, I did watch the streams. I looked at websites too. There’s one with maps of what all places where there’s moonrocks. Other than the moon, I mean. A whole fuck-ton NASA brought back and just gave away. Shows everything happening wherever moonrocks ended up. Crazy stuff like you wouldn’t believe. All happening around the moonrocks brought to Earth. Like a curse, you know?
Heard that, said Zel. Every rock like some CIA shit.
This is not how group goes, said Izzy. We’re not concocting conspiracies. We can’t go around stealing chairs.
Where’d you get your chair? said Teeter. Looks military.
My chair is a different story.
Anyway, moonrocks are just leftovers from the original violence, said Anya. That’s what Izzy streamed, isn’t it? I looked it up too. The oldest Earth rocks ever found are moonrocks. No moon because it’s just leftover Earth.
Yeah, your chair looks like busted-ass science fiction, said Jude.
Yeah, what’s the old-ass TV for? said Johnny. Feels like elementary school and they about to play a tape on puberty.
Teeter said, Why don’t yall shut up and give Izzy a chance to get this group called to order, or whatever the process is.
Well, said Izzy. Listen. When I was younger, even now still sometimes, I pretend whatever complicated thing has happened to me is just a story about the moon, that whatever it is, it happened only to the moon.
That was the stream about your scar. La Luz.
Right. So I wanted to try that with yall. One time the moon …
One time the moon had a bad day at work.
Sure. Tell any story you’d rather not tell. Or wish didn’t need telling. But say: moon. One time the moon. But I want you to sit here and say it. In this, as Jude calls it, busted-ass science-fiction chair. And I want you to watch this …
Izzy turned on the Trinitron. It popped and sucked and then the moon was there, sort of—a stream of it broadcast from an observatory in New Mexico, a place called Apache Point in the Sacramento Mountains. The moonless had always been able to see it in pictures, or movies, though it looked to them like CGI, the way Godzilla might look to anyone else. But the quality of the Trinitron’s picture was so poor that Izzy thought it might make the moon appear more authentic. It was a Trinitron from 1968. It was like the one on which she had watched Apollo 8 as a kid, in Lubbock, in a crowd around a storefront window on Christmas Eve. When Izzy searched her own memories, this was where she found the moon, not in the sky but on televisions, on the black-and-white set at the Gently place, on her little Sun Set in Earth, Texas, on all the Victors at Gusher Inn. Maybe she could slip the moon back into her clients’ memories this way, the way it loomed in hers, lo-fi and analog, the moon not pouring dreams into them, but taking on something of their nightmares. The idea was for one of the moonless to sit in the captain’s chair and meditate toward the Trinitron’s lunar stream as they told a story about whatever hard thing they couldn’t say directly. It was like any therapy, but with a light show.
Who wants to start?
Teeter stood and took a seat in the captain’s chair and cleared her throat. One time the moon was on a raid, she said.
Teeter hesitated. She took a moment to really stare at the Trinitron as the other lights in the unit faded low so it was just Teeter’s face there in the grainy glow of the stream from high above somewhere in New Mexico. Teeter winced, her eyes anticipating the story already playing in her mind. Izzy thought Teeter might quit, get up, and walk out. But Teeter took a breath and kept on.
One time the moon was nineteen, said Teeter. It was 3 a.m. A compound like way out from Kabul. Maybe twenty troops. Gun jeeps. Snipers not far. APCs dropped us there. The moon was kitted up. Full battle rattle, right? Suppressed weapons. Heavier than you think, all the weight of trying to stay alive. One time the moon was like always in full battle rattle. The moon saw her teammates through a green tunnel. Night raids. Everything through goggles. The tunnel of night-vision. Makes you sick at first. At the last too. But the moon got used to it. The neon green. In the tunnel of it. The ’terp called out. Said we were coming in. Flash bangs. A family in there. The moon pushed them to the back of the compound. The moon’s job was to pacify women, search them for IEDs, see if they would give up the men or their guns. Mostly there was never shots fired. In and out, through the green tunnel, hooding bad guys for the chopper at dawn. Back to FOB and the next target. Did you know when an Afghan dies, they got a whole like shroud routine? One time the moon didn’t know that. They take a woman’s headscarf and wrap it tight around the chin to keep the dead mouth closed. Then a white sheet and four ropes. One time the moon was standing there with her rifle on the family. The moon turned away for a second. The green tunnel lit up. Muzzle flash. It’s just like instinct then. Clearing the compound. Breathing. Checking dead faces against a picture of a bad guy. Checking dying faces. The women were the moon’s job but they were lying in blood. The kids weren’t crying. They held the scarves of their mothers. One time the moon didn’t believe her eyes. The kids got down and were tying those scarves tight to hold closed the mouths of their dead mothers. The moon got angry then. Why weren’t those kid crying? We put their mothers on ponchos from our rucks and drug them off. The bodies would sit for days. It’s the smell of them that the moon never forgets.
Teeter sat for a long time staring at the Trinitron. The group was quiet. The TV buzzed and the sound reverberated in the unit, the whiny hum of tubes shooting electrons at the screen. We always raided when the lunar cycle was down, said Teeter. Without moonlight, they couldn’t see us coming. Nights of no moon, those were the ones that got bloody.
—
They came steadily for the next weeks, one by one, to sit in Other Space and tell stories to the Trinitron. The unit’s overhead door stayed open like any garage hangout. Izzy sat in the throne of lips in her coveralls as a client fidgeted in the spaceship chair. Teeter had the whole group suspicious about whether moonlessness was really a thing in need of treatment but they were all now, at least, curious about their affliction. And they’d all witnessed the catharsis of Teeter staring at the Trinitron.
And maybe, Izzy told each of them, it’s worth putting in the work to understand, even if it’s nothing to fix.
Izzy’s voice changed during therapy. Her drawl dimmed some like it did in her streams, eased toward the rhythms of the King James on which she was raised. Her voice got far-flung, like beamed in from elsewhere to echo deep in the less-considered parts of whoever listened. Feel your brain, said Izzy. Close your eyes. Let there be light behind your eyes. Drift there. Float. Let your brain go. You are not you. You are the distance. You are the leftovers of original violence. You balance the world’s tilt. You nudge the oceans. You have no weather of your own. You have millions of years of unchanged wounds. Your pull slows the whole world, slowly.
After the long ramp toward hypnosis, a client opened their eyes and looked at what they had become, grainy on the Trinitron. They reached deep into their stores of hurt and spoke of it like myth. Izzy listened, session after session, day after day, as their stories piled up.
One time the moon was underwater. The moon was afraid to drown. When the levees broke, the moon’s house washed away. One time the moon never saw his father, never even knew his name. One time the moon could find no work. One time the moon could find no will to work. One time the moon would binge and purge. One time the moon’s mother loved him and said so even as she slapped him for no reason except that one time he was the moon. One time the moon had no choice but to leave her daughter with a stranger. The moon’s little baby girl given away. One time the moon chose to drink because the bottle never cried. One time the moon was raped. The moon was raped many times. One time the moon shot a man. The moon beat his wife many times. Many times the moon had people die. When the moon was twelve, one time she watched her friend bleed on the side of the road and the moon could find no help. And the moon did not help. The moon was scared. One time the moon was out of prison finally but there was no one left who cared. One time the moon ran. And one time the moon hid. One time the moon looked up and could not see the moon. One time the moon wondered what there was to live for. One time the moon was ready to die.
It was Johnny and Mew and Draw. Birdi and SlimGin and Tomtom. Jude and Anya and Zel. Even Shawn. They were the moon in pain. We all are.
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THEY DROVE THE CAUSEWAY. The bridge spanned twenty-four miles of Lake Pontchartrain, the longest bridge over water in the world. On all sides and below rippled murky ultramarine, and the sky a slightly more diffuse tone of the same. Driving the causeway, on a cloudless day, was like being thrust into the infinite cerulean yonder. Eli was at the wheel because Izzy got nauseated rolling along, unable to see any land. And the NOG van they had procured again smelled awful. They kept the windows down and so had to yell over the sputtering and rattling of the van which, topping out at sixty-five miles per hour, seemed likely to burst into a cloud of its component parts that would rain into the lake and sink alone, one by one, to the bottom.
People get hobbies when they retire. That’s what it’s for, yelled Izzy.
People retire to relax, yelled Eli. Are you relaxed?
They were headed to the Northshore to see about a Philco Predicta in Abita Springs. They’d spent the whole weekend driving around picking up old TVs. When Izzy first swiped to the Marketplace and scrolled through results for tube television, she was amazed by how many were still around. They’d already picked up an RCA Colortrak in Chalmette. In Metairie they got a little GE Hotpoint that was almost like a Sony Sun Set she’d once had. They got an RCA Victor down in Houma with the full ornate oak case and fake drawers. She and Eli nearly died trying to inch it onto a dolly and roll it down the stairs of the raised house it had been in so long, without ever getting ruined by a flood. A portable Quasar black-and-white was procured in Covington. And two more latter-day Trinitrons, maybe twenty years old, big screens like the one Rocky’d had in Nacogdoches, flat but still fat, the heaviest of all, which was why they were being given away.
Most of the old TVs were free. If a post said anything about retro gaming or vintage, Izzy scrolled on because those folks charged hundreds of dollars. An abundance of listings said Poltergeist television, which is what people had named the 1980 Trinitron model that had appeared in that film. It was not a film Izzy had ever seen, but if the post was labeled Poltergeist, they wanted exorbitant sums and would get agitated when she haggled. She scrolled through the Marketplace looking for old or heavy or broken.
I don’t understand how you stare at the phone for hours, yelled Eli. Maybe that’s your headache. Just stop looking at that and then we don’t have to drive all over filling the van with junk.
I never had this headache with old TVs, yelled Izzy.
Eli wasn’t wrong. But the Galaxy had Izzy doing something other than gazing at the void, receiving transmissions. She could wade into the void, rearrange things. She and Eli had never bought a television because the newer ones hurt her eyes so much. She had tried to explain to him her admittedly unscientific theory, that it was something about what happens to light when it travels, after it’s made, how it gets reflected before it hits your eyes. With the old sets you were never looking right at the source of light. Just a projection after a series of reflections. That’s how the old cathode-ray tubes worked. It was perfect. Magic. Now all these whisper-thin flat-screens, the OLEDs and quantum dots and all that. You’re looking right directly at it, every pixel a little light burning bright. It’s disconcerting. Hurts the eyes. Sears the brain, even. Like the images get stuck in there and won’t come out. Burned in. Izzy had pretty much convinced herself that the headache really dug in the first time she saw an OLED screen, as if the organic light-emitting diodes had triggered a long-dormant sleeper cell of terrorist neurons. She and Eli had been in a Wal-Mart maybe ten years ago now, and the LCDs and LEDs were all showing sports but there was one OLED screen, not as big as the others but so much brighter, with infinite contrast. It played nature scenes. There was a monkey sitting there, made entirely of OLEDs, staring all the way across the Wal-Mart, staring right at Izzy.
Of course, for six years now she’d carried a super AMOLED screen in her pocket every day, and though she wasn’t entirely clear on how that differed from regular OLED, she knew that it also seared her some. But that was the price of connection.
In Abita Springs they stopped where the Galaxy told them to. Izzy knocked on the door of the house as Eli reminded her this was the last television they could chase. A woman answered and led them through to the back of the shotgun house and a little workroom where the Predicta was hooked up to an old Betamax player. The woman said it was fine if Izzy took that too. As she gathered it all up in her arms, Izzy stopped to ask a question. She’d been asking most of the people from the Marketplace, wondering if they were nostalgic like her, or if they had the headache like her. Just curious, said Izzy, why you kept this old thing.
It was my husband’s, said the woman. All his old porno tapes only ever worked on that thing. I’m here in full-color flesh and he just wanked his whole life away to that static.
Eli laughed and kept laughing all the way back across the lake.
When they got to Other Space, Izzy tried to get him to leave her there with the van but he was having none of it. She opened the unit. He didn’t say much at first. They unloaded the televisions, twelve of them. He helped her position each set on the cinder blocks she had there, one screen in front of every chair, so there was an inner ring of tube televisions of all kinds and, facing them, an outer ring of chairs of all kinds.
Eli walked the ring. He stopped at the captain’s chair.
What’s this, he said.
Well, honey, that’s something that, if I start to tell you what it is, there won’t be any good place for me stop.
I know what it is. My question is, why do you have it?
—
She swiped around and paced the stairwell, waiting to see if Eli would come home, walked up to the apartment door and sat on the step there, down to Holy Ground and sat on the step there, looking up whenever the bar’s door opened. La Reina had found cracks in the wood floor of the apartment and grew now into the stairwell, would soon have vines reaching all the way into Holy Ground, stretching for bottles behind the bar. Eli said he wasn’t mad that she refused to tell him about the chair. He always said he wasn’t mad before he stayed out all night fishing. The Galaxy buzzed. A news alert said Artemis was delayed again. She swiped to pictures of the Mega Rocket sitting in the NASA facility at Michoud. She swiped to the White House saying America would not quit this moonshot and, in fact, the president would soon visit New Orleans and Michoud Assembly Facility to announce yet more funding for Artemis and yet more interesting plans for a moon colony and yet more diverse astronauts to get up there and build it. She swiped to billionaires boasting about the superiority of their own spaceships. She swiped to strangers joking that without another moonshot, we would soon run low on cheese. She swiped to pop stars donning full spacesuits somehow sexually. She swiped to the moon landing was faked. She swiped to NASA makes brainwash drugs. She swiped to fix your brain with this enema. She wished she could swipe way back to Cronkite. When she swiped to Michoud, its stream showed the countdown clock and the red numbers blinked to 0000936 which, so many comments clarified angrily, was not a countdown to the fucking moonshot. She scrolled to the next liftoff would be at least another year away. She scrolled to if it ever fucking happened. She scrolled to the countdown was a scam. She scrolled to the countdown would end in April at the Great Eclipse, which was not scam. She scrolled to the countdown was an alien invasion. She scrolled to praise be to Jesus who put the sun in the sky. She scrolled to NASA faked Jesus.
She swiped out of the comments to grainy footage from Apollo. Old rockets. Old lunar landers. She swiped to the Pale Blue Dot. How had she got so far away? She didn’t know where she had swiped to, didn’t know where the images came from. They were just out there, then here, on the Galaxy. She swiped to all the heroes of Apollo. All the men on the moon. The whole old moonshot was grand and epic, but also like mostly forgotten. Like Endymion. Like the pyramids or Stonehenge, the Eleusinian oracles and Aboriginal dreamtime, the Moai at Easter Island, the star rooms of Chaco Canyon. She swiped through images of those too, the ruins of them anyway. Everything was at her fingertips but no one could tell her the meaning of Stonehenge. Why is it the nature of humanity to forget the purpose of great things? Or not forget, exactly, but half remember, so there is only speculation about the ancient purpose of great ruins and how they came to be? But Izzy had been there with all humanity watching humans land on the moon, a feat surely more viewed than any endeavor in the whole history of life as we know it. Yet it seemed impossible to replicate with any ease or at all. These millennia of human culture were about struggling to overcome our inherent forgetfulness and still we mostly wondered about what had happened. We put a man on the moon and it sounded about as useful as a pharaoh buried under a few million tons of finely crafted stone blocks. Always now Izzy felt her thoughts unfolding like they were streams, like she was gearing up to convince someone even if she wasn’t quite conscious of the argument, a performance or a rant or a great contortion of trying to connect all things swiped through. The clock at Michoud went to 0000935. She sat on the top step and a vine of La Reina curled over her shoulder into the Galaxy’s Super AMOLED glow.
She went into the apartment and poured into the plant a few go-cups of headache melt. In the growing book she noted that La Reina’s cladodes had breached the floor. The growing book was truly massive now that Izzy had included papers from her office, the folder labeled LESSER LIGHT, and she struggled to handle the pile. Shuffling through its pages she wondered if she even needed to keep it all, if there was really anything she had gathered in these years—about the moon, about plants, about herself—that couldn’t instantly be summoned from the web. The Galaxy buzzed and asked if she wanted to continue reading about coral reefs. That morning she’d sat in this same chair drinking coffee and reading, but not quite finishing, an article about coral reefs. The Galaxy opened the article. She scrolled and remembered what the Galaxy wanted her to. She swiped and hit the button.
Izzy streamed—
La Reina has never bloomed. It gets huge for a plant and looks strange. But its flowers are awful beautiful. Or so I’ve been told. They only bloom at night, maybe once a year, often only at full moons. They have a sense for it, I guess. The flowers open fully for a few hours. By morning they are dead. When I was young in the desert there were scorpions glowing blue in moonlight. I guess there are these scorpions still. I mean, I watched them when I was young, the blue bugs, not reflecting any light, just giving off fluorescence as reply to the moon, as a way to find each other, to mate. When it was cloudy, or if there was no moon, they did not glow. They remained alone, I guess, without the moon. Something in them responded to the moon and it was their path to each other. Or to death because we used the shotgun on them. But that’s not what I’m telling you about. Corals have this too—coral reefs, you know?—some photosensitive gene or something that scientists call their eye on the moon. Really that’s what they call it. I just read the article. Like the coral has an eye but all it sees or all it ever looks for is the moon. Like La Reina and the scorpion, the coral multiply because the moon tells them to. They release eggs and sperm in synchronization with each other. In synchronization with the moon. In Australia the coral does this near a full moon in December: the pink plume of their procreation spreads so the color is visible from shore, visible even from space, meaning visible to the moon, watching them do as they are told. And frogs in Argentina time their breeding to the moon. And grunion on the Pacific Coast just flop ashore in the tide of full moons. I guess it does not sound so wild to say cats and dogs get more mischievous when the moon is full. Under full moons hospitals report all kinds of upticks in injuries and crimes. I swear it was true at NOG. Scientists say there is no correlation. Confirmation bias, they call it. Pets and people just spend more time outside during full moons. Sleep gets disturbed by the light of the moon, or it did before all this city light. Sleep deprivation, more than any brainwash-by-moon, accounts for what we’ve called lunacy. Yet the scorpions glow. The frogs and grunion mate. La Reina bides her time for that one perfect night’s lesser light. The coral sigh and their sea goes pink. Maybe not so wild to think that, somewhere along the line, humans had this kind of sight, a special eye or, like, a sixth sense for nothing but dialogue with the moon, the remnant of an ancestor that did the bidding of the moon and the vestige of that is somewhere deep in our blood’s code, not forgotten, but half-remembered. An eye always for the lesser light. We were moonpeople, once upon a time.
—
The guts of televisions were laid bare and strewn some. There were buckets of parts and buckets of tools. The capacitors all needed testing, plus the deflection circuits, and lots of reflow soldering on the boards and jacks. Her coveralls were singed from wielding the soldering iron clumsily, then crossly. She was out of practice. The storage unit smelled of dust burning and plastic melting and solder flux. Teeter walked in. Whoa, she said.
Izzy tried to hand her the soldering iron.
I don’t know how to use that thing, said Teeter.
I thought you were a communications engineer.
Communications is mostly coding these days. But they did teach me other things. Which, you know, the violence … fucks up a person’s communication skills.
Teeter stepped over a mess of circuit boards and walked the ring of tube televisions, each on a stand of cinder blocks at eye level exactly thirty inches from whichever junk chair it was paired with. Izzy explained that, for the moment, she was simply trying to get all the sets to turn on. But the plan was to stream the moon on all of them, to get the whole group together meditating on their own moon stories, communally.
They’re, like, weird nostalgia simulators or something, said Teeter. What’s the word you used? Noctalgia? Like an escape pod for noctalgia.
She backed up to get the whole strange installation within view on her phone.
Don’t do that, said Izzy. I mean, let’s keep this off stream. Please?
Why? It looks rad. My stream from Grifter got so many views. I’ve been at the library twenty-four-seven plugged into the government juice just to read all the comments. People are, like, obsessed. They keep asking if it’s real, asking what it feels like. Moonlessness. I can’t even respond to everyone. I should have tagged you. I’ll tag you next time. But … you really don’t want me to stream this? It looks so fucking insane. Like, absolutely bonkers great.
Really. Please. Healing isn’t always spectacle.
Whatever. Teeter put the phone in her pocket and sat in the captain’s chair. I need to talk, she said. I really can’t stop looking up moon stuff. You infected me. It’s so depressing. There are so many poems about the beauty of the moon and they keep showing up in my feed now. Really taunting me. And people are messaging all these song lyrics and shitty pictures of the moon from their yards or wherever. Like, do they think I don’t want to see it? Do you think I don’t want to see it?
Do you want to see it?
I don’t know. Your last stream, about the coral reef … I mean … if the moon is really controlling people’s behavior, then not being able to see the moon means freedom, right?
That’s interesting.
On the bright side, said Teeter, there are plenty of depressing songs about the moon. And a fuck-ton of depressing poems about the moon. The moon is no door. That’s what Sylvia Plath wrote. In the comments they keep telling me she killed herself, so what I do with that?
Izzy screwed the casing back onto an RCA Victor. Teeter had her feet up in the captain’s chair, hugging her knees, eyes bloodshot like low on sleep.
Did you ever go to White Sands?
The dunes? In New Mexico? Sure, said Teeter. That was the main field trip every year.
You wanna get out of these fumes? I want to share something with you.
They left Other Space and took the streetcar down Canal toward the river. As they rode, Izzy talked of having worked on a farm in the pineywoods, how hard it had been for her to get sober all those years ago, how it hadn’t really stuck until she was alone out there for so long, caring for something other than herself, all those plants, letting the chatter in her mind fade as she came to terms with reality—she was a person with no real home. She’d had something like a home once, right there at White Sands, some ranchers that had taken her in until she’d done something unforgivable, and people had died, people who could never be resurrected, and even though she’d done it in the full innocence of childhood, thinking she was saving the ranch, the only real home she’d known, it was still her burden to run from, just like it had been her burden to run from what had happened to her mother, which was another story—the cult before the ranch. Izzy told Teeter about running away, how she kept running all across Texas, that there were a lot of years about which she recalled so little because the running she did was often just sitting alone and drinking. But when finally she found some peace, out there in the pineywoods, that’s when the spaceship crashed, and that gypsum—those little wounded crystals of home—found her. It wasn’t like she was minimizing the astronauts who died. It was a tragedy. But also, Izzy told Teeter, that was the way things seemed to work, that there were these arcs in one’s life that could resolve, maybe not always harmoniously, maybe not without a tinge of the tragic, but at least toward equilibrium in the grand scheme. And no, she had never really tried to take the chair apart to find the gypsum. But for twenty years she’d kept the chair there because she knew there was some of home in it. And for twenty years she’d felt content.
The streetcar reached the end of the line at the French Quarter. They got off and walked across the tracks to the river. You feel content? said Teeter.
Just now, I guess, I feel antsy. Like a new arc rising. Which I guess is good for an old woman like me.
They stopped at a bench by the aquarium where, on the second floor, the glass walls of a fancy garden jutted out. Inside the greenhouse were lush plants, serene and gorgeous. There were people in the garden gesticulating like ecstatic mimes, heads aswirl and snapping pictures of the air all around them and generally doing a mad, beautiful dance which made no sense to anyone watching from outside, because the glare of the glass walls obscured the fact that the garden was home to thousands of butterflies whose fluttering made the humans dance.
How many people did you say watched your stream, said Izzy.
Literally thousands. Probably ten thousand now.
I didn’t see it.
Yeah. I made a new account.
Teeter took the Galaxy from Izzy and swiped around and followed the new account. You should really lock your phone, said Teeter. Biometrics. This old thing of yours doesn’t even have FaceID. Wait. Whoa. Gimme your eyes.
Teeter put one arm around Izzy and with the other held the phone out in the selfie stretch but instead of themselves, onscreen were instructions. The Galaxy said, Open your eyes wide and look at the screen. Closer, said the Galaxy.
Teeter brought the Galaxy in until just Izzy’s eyes were there onscreen.
Position your eyes within the circles shown, said the Galaxy, until your irises have been registered. Closer. Closer. The Galaxy flashed. Irises captured, said the Galaxy.
The image of Izzy’s eyes was frozen onscreen as the Galaxy scanned up and down and all over the green bursts of her irises. The Galaxy scanned, and kept scanning.
Teeter sighed and handed the phone back. I guess it takes a while, she said. And then Teeter got up close to Izzy’s face like to capture Izzy’s irises for herself.
People must tell you about your eyes all the time, said Teeter.
Maybe when I was younger.
They’re literally insane. Like they’re in night-vision. The green tunnel.
The Galaxy buzzed—low battery—but kept scanning, or trying to scan, Izzy’s eyes. The digital lines moved more furiously up and down the coronal streamers of her irises. It buzzed again. The battery indicator raced to drained and the Galaxy got so hot that Izzy dropped it. The screen went black. When it cooled, they took turns pushing all the buttons but neither could get it to respond in any way. Must be dead, said Teeter. Too much to process in your eyes.
They walked from the butterfly garden down the riverbank along railroad tracks to a slope of stones where they sat across from the old rice mill on which an artist famous for satire had tagged way up on the bricks—YOU ARE BEAUTIFUL. They sat and watched the water. Tugboats. Cruise ships. Barges of garbage. The smoke rising from refineries. They talked about the president coming to Michoud in two weeks for Artemis Day, news of which the algorithm pushed aggressively into both their feeds. Teeter wondered if they should go to the celebration, all the moonless, like a field trip to White Sands. But as they talked, Izzy realized the better field trip might be to the Great Eclipse. I read once, said Izzy, that it’s like witnessing a mushroom cloud. That it makes the heart screech. That in the sudden midday-darkness the corona shines from behind the moon like the universe’s first light crawling out from the deep. You can’t hardly tell it’s the moon. It’s just a hole in the sky with light leaking out.
Teeter pulled up the countdown clock and installed it on her phone and they made a deal and shook on it—in 743 hours they would take a field trip into the path of totality to see what an epic noctalgia pod like that might do for the moonless.
Sunset styled the clouds to a ceiling of hammered copper over the river. Good Lord, it was magnificent. Teeter said so as she took out a package like for gum. From the blister pack, she popped two pieces. The sun got low, the colors high.
We should eat ALN, said Teeter. Together.
A breeze and the sunset’s tones got vicious like the heavens had skidded to a stop above, the skin of the sky scraped to neon road rash, the cirrocumulus, fed full of refinery spew, now glowing freakish in unnatural sheens. Teeter held the ALN there in her rough palm. Her face, round and full in the frame of her dark bangs blowing in the breeze, was absolutely glorious in the petrochemical golden hour. Her lips soft in a wry smile, one dimple there, eyes aflame with mischief. Izzy wanted to touch them, her lips, wanted to run her fingers over Teeter’s cheeks to feel if they were real and feel if they changed under her caress. She wanted to get in so close to Teeter’s eyes, close like scanning for biometric capture. Teeter’s eyes were brown and when they glinted in the Crescent City sunset, her pupils got so small that in her iris the electroluminescent tributaries almost flowed into each other at the center. Izzy wanted to hold her right there on the meander of the great river and fall with her low into the stones of the riverbank and together like the runoff of every flood all up and down the nation they would drain into the mighty waters coursing gulfward to become tides in thrall to the moon. This could happen, something like this could happen, Izzy knew, and all she had to do was open her mouth. But she kept it shut. She pressed her lips together so hard that she frowned, and then she cried.
Teeter stood. Sorry, she said. Really, I am. I didn’t mean anything by it. I just … you were talking about a new arc. Fuck. You confused me. You’re always fuckin confusing me. Teeter scrambled up the riverbank and stopped at the top and, as the last of the sky’s hues drained, she opened wide and popped both tabs of ALN. Off along the railroad track she went, past the proclamation of the old rice mill—YOU ARE BEAUTIFUL.
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Do you hate NASA?
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Make moon great again
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How can you help me please my own moon is dimmed oftener still
I have not cared for a very long time to look in any way at skies
Whoever honestly bothered
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Back when drugs were making people eat each other’s faces amirite
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Interesting to think but these days who knows I will be looking to see
What is Izzy?

I have sawn moon close not real been waiting for TRUTH
They edited Wikipedia look it is not there
If a tree falls in the forest … can you even see moon
Moonlight does not increase predation the science is clear as the moon
Lunarphobes
Lunarphillia is for pervs

this is the beginning of world peace


So over the moonless.
To the moonless.
Shoot the moonless

Read any book fuckos!




Still moon in Tuscaloosa.
Still moon in Duluth.
Still moon at your momma’s house

We got moon in the eye—Italy.


Is this a new war we’ve been waiting for
I have in my own community cases of cluster illnesses from pollution etc. which is no joke how babies are born not even human I know this can happen BLAME president.
This is common for house pets actually like reptiles
Moon honestly no big deal since a while
no moon since music died.
Hasn’t been moon since genocide

No moon since printing press


no moon since Elvis alive

No not since Plato’s cave.
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No moon killed dinosaurs

Who is Izzy Gently?





—
NOG went quick from sterile to derelict as Izzy mazed through corridors toward the abandoned wings, looking for Eli. Rusty ducts and conduits hung loose from ceilings. The walls crumbled or were held up only by grime, by the paint of graffiti from trespassers denouncing individuals and institutions with one repeated curse—fuck—like a mantra to ward off evil spirits maybe brought on by other trespassers’ graffiti of pentagrams. She stepped over computer disks and broken medical equipment, old needles, and go-cups galore. Privacy curtains still hung, decades old but nearly pristine on account of antimicrobial coatings, white and swaying slightly like so many ghosts chained for eternity. Izzy found the stairs. They were slick with algae. She went slowly down, tried not to touch the wall and whatever grew there, descended saying, Eli? Eli? Eli?
Atop a stainless-steel cadaver locker he perched, flashlight held in his mouth, and between his feet a sack of half-thawed chicken quarters. The water in the basement was shin high. Izzy stepped over old body bags floating in it, jars long empty of embalming fluid. Eli shone her path some but mostly blinded her so she made a ruckus stumbling and splashing toward him through NOG’s abandoned morgue.
You got your smell all over everywhere, he said. Come on. Gonna scare off the gators.
He reached out. Izzy grabbed hold and climbed the big empty drawers to sit with him on the cold locker as his hands struggled to tie worthwhile knots in nylon cord around big snagging hooks. Into the chicken quarters he cut slits and pressed cubes of beef stock. As far as Eli was concerned, this was the one great perk of working at NOG: occasionally floodwaters would bring gators from the bayou into the underground levels and then, for a week or two, the supervisors let him take long lunches—get away from the endless phone calls with providers and insurance flunkies and clients rightly dizzied by it all—so he could go down and bait gators. He’d never yet got one. Maybe the gators knew, like his clients, that NOG was not a good place to linger.
Izzy coiled rope, held it as Eli stood in a drawer and pushed himself out a ways to reach clips in the ceiling that once hung scales over tables where dead had lain cut up as their insides were weighed by the handful and guesses made at the fashion and manner of their demise, if it was natural or induced by evil or something worse, like fate. Eli stretched precariously from the drawer and draped the baited end of his line through the old scale clips, told Izzy to give a bit more slack until the chicken hung glistening a few feet from the flooded floor. Then he tied the line off on the locker and slid his drawer back in and started the next hook.
You didn’t come all the way down here to help bait, he said.
I think something’s happening, said Izzy. On the internet.
That’s what it’s for.
I mean, Teeter posted more … stuff. And now there’s … comments.
Eli tied knots.
I’m kinda waiting for you to say I told you so, said Izzy.
Alright.
How much do you want to know? About the comments, I mean. On the internet.
None.
You asked about the chair. I can tell you about that. I wasn’t trying to be stubborn before.
We don’t ever talk about the past, Izzy. It’s our agreement, I understand. Or, not like a contract, but we had whole lives before each other. Why waste our time? That’s what you always say.
I’m here changing my tune, Eli. Also, I need to borrow your phone. Mine won’t hold a charge. It keeps wanting to scan my eyes over and over.
Eli sighed and handed over his phone. Under the cracks, on the background of his lockscreen, was a picture of them together. They’d been near Livingston in the loblolly pines, hiking after a visit to LIGO, the cosmic gravitational wave observatory, a place designed to detect merging black holes or any afterscreams of the Big Bang. On the hike, Izzy had tried to explain the particle horizon and the cosmic event horizon and other things she didn’t fully understand. These horizons were limits on the light we could see, limits on what we could know of the past or share with the future. The universe was infinite but we could see only a fraction of its light and less all the time. In the picture on his lockscreen they were cheek to cheek, smiling, Eli in the selfie stretch as he held her close. That day, Eli had asked, Without horizons would we see all light? Everything would be known? Would you want that? Would you like that? Izzy couldn’t remember if she’d answered him. She traced the cracks of his screen feeling for glass splinters then swiped their selfie away. She logged into her account. Threads of comments unraveled in her Archive of Lives. Teeter had reposted so many of Izzy’s old streams. But it was all out of context. It was all backward. People seemed to think Izzy was antagonizing the moonless, minimizing their affliction, denying their suffering. Teeter had streamed while tripping on ALN, had so many new followers because of it, but Izzy couldn’t bring herself to watch that stream just yet. Why was she queasy with the sense that she’d betrayed Teeter? Or was it regret? She sent a flurry of messages asking Teeter to come by Holy Ground or at least reply that she was okay.
If you want to tell me secrets, said Eli, I will listen. I just don’t want to force you.
It’s different than secrets, said Izzy. She handed the phone back. It’s like some old show I saw a long time ago. And these glimpses of it keep coming back. I don’t know what the show was about and someway it doesn’t matter. Because what I see aint really scenes from the show, it’s just what’s happening now, but as soon as it happens it’s like that old show changes and then I have a memory of watching the future which has just come to pass, but long ago, like it was part of the show.
That don’t make sense.
I guess I mean like déjà vu. But the other way around. Not like this already happened but more like now that this has happened, I remember knowing it would happen. And it’s a scary feeling. Like some shitty prophet.
You knew I would happen?
No.
You’re no prophet. Shitty or otherwise. You’re Izzy. That’s all you need to be.
I left all the comments open on your phone. If you want to catch up on the crises.
About the moonless?
Yeah. And me.
Eli swung a hook. You ever notice they’re all transplants, he said. None of them in your group are from here. Some have been here a long time. You’ve been here a long time. But none of yall are native New Orleanians. I’m not saying we’re better than yall. I mean, I just know what you tell me about them. And I’ve been thinking about it. You got all different kinds but what they got in common, as far as I can see, is they fell on hard times and ended up here. I’ve been thinking about that. And what it might mean. That your moonless are transplants.
The bullion in the bait dripped. If there were gators laired below NOG they were, for now, out of sight.
—
She was on the floor by the outlet leaning against the wall with the ice pack on her head and the Galaxy plugged in. Every time it powered on, it demanded her irises. It scanned until it got hot and died again. She had an old work laptop balanced on her leg, trying to troubleshoot. It could be, said the internet, due to the camera lens, or your environment. Keep the device close to your face. Make sure your eyes are not covered or hard to recognize. Recognition cannot occur if lens is dirty or damaged. If lighting conditions differ from when irises were registered, such as in sunlight, this could be your malfunction. Your malfunction could be due to eye surgery or eye disease or serious ophthalmologic irregularity. This is not medical advice. Warranties on device do not cover replacement if, in the end, the malfunction is your eyes. Ugh. Izzy wanted to stream. Moonlessness was going viral but spiraling in all the wrong directions. It wasn’t that she wanted to stop it, or control it, but she was the only one with years of experience treating the affliction. She could inform the conversation. But could she do it without becoming the focus? Who is Izzy Gently? That question, one dumb comment, had unnerved her to the point that she wondered about making a new account with a different name. But the Galaxy kept asking for eyes. It would not even show her lockscreen. And now she wanted to see her lockscreen. Eli had on his lockscreen the picture of them at the observatory in the loblolly pines but, for the life of her, she could not now remember what image was on her own lockscreen. She knew it was normal to have one’s children or lover or mother or pets or even just a random nice horse for a lockscreen background. Terrible folks had over-filtered selfies or fast cars or a lunch they ate ten years ago in Paris. Did she have a picture of Eli there? Maybe it was strange to trap snapshots of lovers on a screen called lock, like the lover deserved to be locked up, or like the loved one is the lock, the guardian, the manifestation of some minotaur at the entrance to the digital maze of one’s whole life stored on their device. Or maybe it was more like lockets of old, an adornment like those pretty little pendants of the beloved worn to be beautiful always with the thought of what one treasures most. But no one ever did open a locket every seven to twelve minutes. Perhaps whatever was uploaded on the lockscreen background, no matter how personal or beloved, the user would inevitably learn to ignore. At any bar a man sits next to his girlfriend even as every few minutes he smashes his thumb into the lockscreen of his phone where glows a picture of her bikini-clad body. He swipes her into oblivion on his way to check the baseball score. And she must respond to the group text, but his face, the face of her lover, is there on her lockscreen tonguing ice cream at the park—a minor obstacle, his face, so easily swiped away. Maybe the lockscreen was a curse cast, however inadvertently, on one’s most profound emotions to numb oneself to the feel of them. One cannot possibly confront, every time one checks the weather or news, or sends a message, or shits and does puzzles, the deep and complex emotional web of love and responsibility and joy and grief and longing, all that arises from any casual snapshot of a lover, the image of the lover licking a vanilla scoop dripping down its cone, the image of the lover bikinied poolside with tongue dangling, throwing a crooked peace sign. Through this exposure therapy of lockscreen background, the tongue of the lover grows so familiar as to become mundane, and bearable. That tongue must not always arouse in you the feeling it did the first time it was felt, or life would never go on. And so the tongue must become almost imperceptibly palatable—easy to swipe away, or dissolve with a glance, a face or iris identified. Izzy adjusted the ice pack on her head. This was probably the least screen time she’d had in years, these last few days with the Galaxy on the fritz. Was this the way her mind had babbled along before the Galaxy, or was this anxious lockscreen daydream what the Galaxy had wrought? At long last, the lines of the scanner went from red to green—Izzy’s irises, recognized. She sat up, got her thumbs out. There on the lockscreen’s background was an image of the moon. But the lockscreen vanished instantly, and the moon along with it, before Izzy noticed it was there, as she swiped again into the comments, then fired off messages to all the moonless calling for an emergency group session.
—
It was nearly perfect—the grain of it, the rudimentary definition, the indeterminate constancy, the cratered tranquility rippling slightly from rolling lines of interlacing, the invariability of the rock enlivened by randomness of static. After thirty minutes of staring, the light across the surface seemed to have waxed. After an hour, she was fully transported there, to the moon in the old Trinitron. Two hours and even the most minute machinations of the universe were manifest onscreen. She’d been in the captain’s chair most of the day, entranced. The Galaxy was left at home, still glitching, usable for barely a minute at a time. From her laptop to the television she streamed video from the lunar observatory at Apache Point in New Mexico. Each boxy television in Other Space now had wireless adapters so that when the moonless arrived, they could find streams of observatories nearest their origins and connect them to screens and, through the classic firing of electron guns in the cathode-ray tubes, fall again into the spell of our lesser light.
Izzy was sure now that, because her moonless were transplants, they needed to meditate on the lesser light as it shone wherever they’d been raised, or at whichever place they had that was closest to a home—they needed a view of the moon from whatever genesis they’d fled. The term Teeter had coined and continued to throw around online—noctalgia pods—was not one Izzy liked. It sounded naive, like midcentury science fiction. But Izzy found herself thinking it anyway, whispering noctalgia as she sat in the captain’s chair and meditated toward the Trinitron showing the moon over New Mexico. Would Teeter come tonight? This would be her moon too.
After eating ALN, Teeter had streamed for hours. When Izzy had finally watched, she’d caught only snippets in between the Galaxy’s glitches. Teeter had gone back to Other Space, rolled up the door, and done what Izzy had asked her not to—she’d put the noctalgia pods on stream. Teeter had sat in the captain’s chair, the chair of lips, the Chesterfield, had held her phone in the selfie stretch, had said nothing, had only sighed as she brought the lens close to her languorous mouth. Lips. Teeth. Tongue. She’d tinkered with the televisions until connected and had displayed on all of them her own stream as she streamed it. She’d swayed around the ring of noctalgia pods in her ALN daze, not in the greyzone heaving wildly but serene, dancing slowly, serpentine. She’d taken off all her clothes. Arm extended for the selfie stretch, it was like she’d been swaying with a lover, getting twisted into a lover, bending absurdly to capture both her body and the stream of her bodies on the televisions. Spine. Soles. Ass. Breasts. Predicta. Trinitron. Quasar. It was like she’d been coming up on any good trip with a mob of the fully blissed embracing and slowly piling quietly but it was only Teeter, her naked limbs entangling with her televised limbs as she twisted around Other Space alone like enfolding her body infinitely into the stream of herself.
Izzy sat in the glow of the Trinitron. She had an uneasy feeling. The feeling had come on strong when she looked up a map of the Great Eclipse and the path where the sun would be totally blocked by the moon. The clock this morning was at 0000456. Izzy hoped to find the right spot where, if they would come along, she could lead the moonless into the path of totality to see what they could see. The path was narrow and the shadow moved quick. Any one location got only a few minutes of eclipse. Experiencing totality required, despite its all-encompassing name, a kind of absolute specificity. They would have to travel to Texas, of all places, and that was part of the unease, her dread of moving backward. As a child she’d experienced this feeling—at once a sense of recognition and estrangement, a synchronous contraction and expansion. Like claustrophobia, if she had to name it, but not fear of confinement. This was a feeling like everything gathering inside her even as she sensed everything increasing—really everything—aware that the universe expanded infinitely even as it—all the matter of the cosmos—settled to a single very dense point inside her, Izzy Gently, inside of her head, right behind her eyes. It was the headache that, increasingly, felt not just momentous but also essential. The pain transmogrified to premonition. Looking at the path of totality she had felt wonky. And she had felt wonky seeing Teeter float naked in Other Space. It was hard to explain. She felt so close to Teeter. She felt she was Teeter. They were merging but also moving apart. They were leftovers of an ancient collision orbiting each other. They were darkness cast by sublime alignment—the shadow of perfect syzygy. They were the path of totality.
Dusk and the moonless came. At first it was only Anya and Zel. Izzy got them into seats and explained that the night’s session was an opportunity to get reacquainted with the lesser light of home, that they need not tell stories of the moon unless they felt compelled to. She helped them connect and find the right observatory. Birdi and SlimGin came, each with a friend who had seen something about moonlessness in their feed and wanted to check it out. Izzy questioned the newcomers about whether or not they could see the moon. They said that was why they were there, to see if they were moonless or not. Before Izzy could tell them that it didn’t quite work that way, more people arrived. Jude and Zel led in six or seven folks who had been standing around on the street gazing from the glow of their phones to the dark sky.
I guess they’re all moonless, said Jude. I think a lot of people are looking up for the first time in a while.
And a lot of people saw Teeter’s nudey stream, said Zel.
Soon in the narrow alley of Other Space was a whole crowd, jostling to get a look at the noctalgia pods. Inside, a few dozen people milled at the edges of the unit cautiously talking with each other about night skies. Others settled into pods. Anya showed them how to find an observatory and connect. Izzy tried to get everyone’s names, tried to create a spreadsheet on the laptop for signing in. Some folks got paranoid and left when she asked for their names. Then a group of teens rushed in, phones out and streaming as they reacted loudly to the scene for their followers—oh shit look at this, like a secret club, like a boring arcade! The energy shifted. Little arguments erupted as some tried to shush the teens or usher them out but the kids pushed into different pods and carelessly twisted knobs on televisions and did lots of selfies to capture themselves twisting knobs and generally stirred up Other Space. Izzy screamed. Were there words? Mostly there was raking in her throat, the scream ripping out, reverberating in the metal building and paralyzing the crowd. It was over, she told them. The teens streamed on as they slowly backed out laughing.
When everyone was gone, Izzy powered down the televisions and lights and rolled down the door. Only Anya lingered. She said, Teeter’s been sending us all that podcast. Did you listen? It makes no sense to me. But you might talk to her. She’s getting kinda manic about it. About you, I mean. I’ve got like ten messages from her asking why you won’t respond. Are you okay?
—
The cops were chatting with Eli at Holy Ground when she walked in. Izzy smiled and tried to rush upstairs but Eli said, They’re wanting to talk to you, baby.
Social work had taught Izzy to get firm with cops in defense of whoever they were trying to lock up again, to steer cops toward paths of least paperwork, which tended to be the best paths for all involved. In this interaction, though, she found herself meekly pulling down her hair so they could see how white it was. She hunched some, squinted lots, generally got as elderly as possible. The cops asked about Other Space. There had been unusual activity around there lately, complaints about her unit specifically, which the managers had called in. There’d been complaints tonight from neighbors, even. Usually, it was people trying to live in a storage unit or cook drugs or sell drugs or fence stolen goods. The cops looked Izzy up and down and asked if she was engaged in any activities of that kind.
I’m retired, she said. Just having a hobby. Keeping up my community engagement, which I know you appreciate. I probably should rent a studio. Everything’s so expensive, you know? Like I say, I’m retired now. From social work. Just adjusting to all this time, I guess. Just needed a place to tinker around. But I don’t mean to bother anyone. It’s just a misunderstanding.
There was no time in the world or in New Orleans especially for policing storage units, said the cops, not with Artemis Day around the corner and all the overtime they were pulling to do security for that. Izzy promised to check in with the management of Other Space, then apologized for wasting the officers’ time. She excused herself and was soon upstairs shoving her eye into the Galaxy over and over until it unlocked. She opened a message from Teeter—this u?—with a link to the podcast, an episode titled The Conspiracy of High Heaven.



Seven
WHAT THE GALAXY WANTED, she was beginning to understand, was for her iris to be held perfectly centered in the front-facing lens, the device almost touching her face, so near that the display went blurry, forcing her to shut the other eye to see anything clearly. The Galaxy allowed access so long as her iris was in it. If she moved or blinked, it powered down. Swiping to navigate apps at point-blank range was arduous. Her thumb constantly banged her nose, which jolted her head, shook her iris, and caused the device to shut down. She would recenter, wait for the Galaxy to power up again, then restart the podcast from the beginning.
The dark techno jingle of its intro had played so many times, along with the reverberating voice—Unraveling the baffling, divining the secret intertwining, undermining the masterminding, you’re listening to The Conspiracy of Everything. For this episode, the host effectuated an awful Western twang. Howdy, pardners. Today we got the lowdown on a real doozy, the bizarre true tale of a golden-age television Western that went up in flames, was completely forgotten, and, fifty dang years later, became a bona-fide cult classic.
She was fully clothed in the bathtub because the Galaxy seemed to recognize her better in the bright lights of the vanity, because she could lock the door, because she could rest her tired arm on the side of the tub as she held her eye to the lens trying so hard to get through to the story’s end without blinking. There was no thought to go back for her laptop or borrow Eli’s phone—she was locked in the bathroom because she was hiding, was trying to avoid hyperventilating, was lying low in the tub because the host was saying a name that had not existed outside her head in a very long time. Oliver Gently.
The host described a story at the spooky nexus of the Old West and the space age, Hollywood and the CIA. Plus, one crazy old rancher who blew it all, well, to high heaven. The host talked of New Mexico in the summer of ’68, of a movie ranch at White Sands, the facade of a frontier town atop a facility once used by the army to train monkeys for space flight—harebrained and portentous to stage gunfights where space monkeys exploded. The techno faded to steel guitar as monkeys howled at rocket sounds. It was so over-the-top and yet so familiar. Izzy recalled the monkey light, how Oliver cursed its cutting through the night. All those years ago and already troubled with noctalgia. She recalled the projector in the barn, the reel Oliver had kept for so long, a monkey ascending. The host explained that Oliver was the manager of the movie ranch but that wasn’t right. Oliver had wanted nothing to do with it. Izzy and Maude had persuaded him to work with the production, provide livestock, train horses to stunt. They’d made him business cards for Christmas. Izzy recalled how the cards felt and what they said because she’d handed them out on full-moon nights at the dunes—EQUINE STARS OF TWIN BUTTES RANCH. The moon must have looked so big back then to a child in the desert. She tried to recall it. When the host shared a bogus detail, of which there were many, Izzy winced, and the Galaxy powered down. Groan. Stretch. Rest the iris. Start again. Techno. Steel guitar. She was in the tub training herself not to flinch when the story was wrong.
By fall, the production budget of the Western had ballooned, explained the host. Shooting on location at the movie ranch meant equipment was constantly damaged, wind whipping white sand into lights and cameras, impossible to clean out. It wasn’t sand and it wasn’t white, but the host didn’t say this. Then October and a major malfunction of pyrotechnics, an accident endangering actors and crew. The rancher Gently and his beloved daughter were nearly killed. Daughter? Izzy’s rapture scar itched. She didn’t flinch. Of that day on set she recalled red boots far too big, suiting up like a gunslinger, and the line I need space between me and my past. The host kept saying the rancher Gently, which sounded so wrong. He was Oliver. She recalled the morning Oliver introduced himself, told her she was still alive, came close to her face to check for light leaking out. He had battled the army over land rights for years, explained the host, an old-fashioned standoff with the government. After explosions on set, the rancher Gently was paranoid that the army was in cahoots with Hollywood, scheming to kill him, to steal his land. Izzy recalled Oliver’s notebook, his small, careful script, how he’d made her read newspapers aloud for practice, read the mail aloud for practice, letters from army lawyers, letters from his son off at war, how he’d reached often for the scar on his neck. October 11, 1968: that fateful day on which the rancher Gently went berserk. Wince. Groan. Iris point-blank in the Galaxy. Izzy recalled wanting to shoot a snake, wanting to run away, wanting Oliver and Maude to stop arguing. She recalled looking for her radio but finding the gun. The rancher Gently shot and murdered, in cold blood, an army officer. Then the madman rancher Gently strapped dynamite to his horse. Izzy recalled Sorry, the horse always slightly off-kilter, the way Oliver rode in the saddle leaning the other way, the two of them always balanced like that. The rancher Gently rode his bomb of a horse to the movie ranch on a blockbuster suicide mission, obliterating equipment and sets and army facilities but, in the bitter end, killing only himself and the poor, innocent horse. Izzy didn’t know if she should wince. She’d never known exactly how it ended for Oliver, or Sorry. She knew only that it had ended, that it was her fault, that she must run. Izzy recalled a face that was not a snake, recalled aiming point-blank, recalled a chaplain, his head blossoming when she pulled the trigger. Oliver had not shot anyone. The story should say that the murdered man was a chaplain, and that Oliver had not done it. For the first time in her life, Izzy wanted the story to say exactly what she had done. The murderous rancher’s suicidal blaze of glory achieved its diabolical aim. Almost. Rest the iris. Techno. Steel guitar. The host explained that production of the series was never finished, not a single episode aired, the footage stored in the depths of studio archives. Izzy recalled lying low in the bomb shelter, waiting until she could wait no more. She recalled running away. In 1975, footage from the production was haphazardly repurposed into a television movie. Released without fanfare to fill late-night airtime. Its few viewers all agreed it was the worst Western ever made. Izzy recalled the Rancho El Rae and the woman who had taken her to Abilene. Izzy was older now than Wanda had been then. She recalled the kookhound’s Portapak, the whirring of the tape as she recorded the late-night broadcast, recalled the unbelievable sight of Sorry on television, a horse she’d not known was blown up long ago. She recalled making ghosts of Doc Jolly. It was ten years later, in the dregs of the dreaded oil bust, when zombie wells of West Texas began spewing ghosts. Farmers and ranchers across the Permian were haunted. Arising from their land seemed to be specters of the worst Western ever made. Izzy recalled Abel in the Corniche, the burn of cocaine in her nose, the warmth of pressing blood back into his chest. Wince. Rest the iris. Point-blank. Of course, it was all a hoax, the ghosts, another desperate act of environmental terrorism that fell flat. But the terrorists, in their dastardly sabatoge scheme, had weaponized footage from the worst Western ever made. And this fed the growing lore. For decades it spread like a precious mystery of the occult, poorly copied and passed around on black plastic bricks of VHS, watched for its glorious awfulness, for its ghosts, for the legend of the rancher Gently. Izzy was splitting up inside, felt a version of herself being formed by the story as it came from the Galaxy, another Izzy who rose from the Izzy she was, the one lying in the tub trying not to flinch, the Galaxy balanced now on her chest, her collarbone, throat. In recent years, as listeners of my podcast are well aware, more and more files from the agency have come to light. And in them, suspiciously, shooting schedules for the very 1968 production of which we speak. Izzy recalled Doc Jolly stirring ice cream, recalled fighting off a dog with a transistor radio, recalled twisting the dials and listening for God. The host explained the rampant speculation that High Heaven was one of the agency’s many propaganda projects, explained that some viewers had spotted, in scenes from the 1975 film, a background actor who bore a striking resemblance to a young psychiatrist, Doctor Sterling Jolly, infamous for his involvement in the agency’s mind-control experiments. Perhaps our crazy old rancher Gently was on to something. Izzy floated now several feet above herself as the host explained that the rancher Gently’s widow had lived out her days as the wells ran dry, doing little but sitting on her porch in a rocking chair, staring at the sky as tumbleweeds blew by. Izzy winced. Maude would never just sit around. Stretch. Point-blank iris. Techno. Steel guitar. Just before her death, at age ninety-nine, the rancher Gently’s widow was confronted by film buffs who asked if she had any notion of the conspiracy of High Heaven. She told them, cryptically, only that she had no daughter, that there had never been any child. Some message boards suggest the daughter was put into witness protection, perhaps knowing the truth of the agency’s role in the production. Maybe she is out there still, herself a part of the grand scheme, the rancher Gently’s daughter. Izzy wanted the host to talk of La Luz but he did not. Nothing was said of her mother. The story was all wrong unless it talked about La Luz. La Luz was the only reason for the story. The story should say her mother died and was never resurrected. There is no doubt more to the story, and we will surely follow up with another episode to celebrate the forthcoming eight-k Blu-Ray restoration of High Heaven. Until next time, my ruthless truthers and inspired conspirophiles, remember: all is sus, for one sinistrous thread connects us all. Please like and subscribe.
Izzy closed her eyes. She laughed—it was a singularly modern but probably common horror, listening to a stranger’s bad podcast about your life’s trauma. She dropped the Galaxy on her chest and held it there and did not open her eyes for a long time even as she reached with her foot toward the shower lever and kicked it to cold, lay clothed in the rain of it, failing to float back into herself.
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FOR THE PRESIDENT’S MOTORCADE, the city blocked Chef Menteur Highway. But Eli knew every shortcut from his past life at Michoud Assembly Facility. He hopped a curb over train tracks and took Old Gentilly Road. Izzy sat shotgun, holding tight.
Chef Menteur means Chief Liar, said Eli, which is why they got it reserved for the president’s big entrance.
Eli cut through an alley to the horseshoe lot where crowds milled outside the razor-wire perimeter of Michoud, gathered around the big brick smokestacks that, after all these years, Eli had not learned to hate any less. Centuries-old soot covered the smokestacks, soot from long before the spaceship factory, soot from even before Michoud made engines for tanks to win world wars, soot tattooed to the brick from way back when the place was a refinery for plantation sugarcane, soot from when enslaved children labored at big kettles on open furnaces, sweating mightily as they stirred cane juice to a boil because they weren’t yet strong enough to break their backs like their parents did, harvesting stalks in the fields or rolling heavy barrels of syrup to barges for a Frenchman whose name still adorned the place—Michoud—where now so many people labored around tanks not stirred for the colonizer’s sugar but welded for hydrogen to fuel a new colonization of the moon. Yes, thought Eli, those smokestacks were an abomination, still standing after all this time, flanking the rocket-assembly building with its giant blue logo—NASA. Throw a rock in New Orleans and the suffering of centuries of slavery was evident even as the city slowly tore down Confederate memorials, yet these plantation smokestacks still stood like they were part of our gateway to the stars, which they were, in a way, if you told the whole awful story, but nobody ever did, and that was the problem. Eli wished someone would tear the smokestacks down already. He parked and looked out on the 830 acres where, before Izzy, before a life of social work, he’d swept nearly two million square feet of floors in the manufacturing facilities and greased the massive doors and washed the black-anodized shatter-proof windows of the admin building and even, on his lunch breaks, tuned the many bicycles pedaled through the massive facility by engineers and scientists of all specialties, did all this for just shy of twenty years before NASA cut him loose.
Artemis Day brought crowds—various lookie-loos, busloads of kids on field trips, space fanatics calibrating hobby telescopes for the night’s partial lunar eclipse, not yet the Great Eclipse. Anyway, a worm moon. There were protesters, like at any presidential visit, people against war, people against poverty, people against protesting. Like at any event in New Orleans, there were costumes—little astronauts and fairies and Chewbaccas, krewes in drag and cowgirls and Elvi and the undead. At the perimeter, ALN eaters gathered, sort of timidly circling each other, in cliques still, gutter punks and young professionals and musicians and boomer tourists, all waiting to see if, when the drugs kicked in, they would meld gloriously into oneness. Eli recognized friends in the guard shack and went to them hoping to catch up on old times, to see about getting passes to the ceremony.
The moonless were set up between the smokestacks. They had a boil going with several big pots of crawfish, lots of beer. At least a hundred people milled around with them, more of a party than a protest, even if they did have signs of their own. NO MOON, NO LUNACY. OPEN YOUR EYES, NOTHING TO SEE. NO ROCK TO COLONIZE. ONE TIME THE MOON IS A FAIRY TALE. FUCK DAT MOON. Izzy pushed through the crowd. Teeter was there at the center, sitting in the chair of lips, meditating toward an old television—the Predicta. She’d busted into Other Space again—goddamn, Teeter—this time to drag a noctalgia pod all the way out here, set it up under a tent like a sideshow. People sat quietly on the ground all around her, watched her intently as she peered into the Predicta. She was not naked now but her hair was down and brushed for the first time Izzy had ever seen. It was so straight and flat and dark, longer than seemed possible. The glow of the Predicta’s dim tubes was just barely visible in Teeter’s eyes and Izzy wondered which moon she watched, if it was streamed from Apache Point in the Sacramentos or some other observatory. Izzy wasn’t mad at Teeter, wasn’t mad about the crowd or the stolen stuff. She just needed a moment with Teeter to impress upon her the importance of not posting that podcast, not sharing it anymore in any way, because it was the story told wrong. There was no way for Teeter to know how it could mess things up, how Izzy had carefully constructed a life atop the quicksand of her past, that if it all came rushing back it would be bad not just for Izzy, but for the moonless, who still needed help, and for the moonless yet to come. There were parts of the story that Teeter did not know but that was not her fault. Maybe Izzy could explain it all and together they could find a way to tell the real story, not of the rancher Gently’s daughter, whoever the hell that was, but the story of Izzy all the way through to Teeter. Though she felt frantic as she pushed through the crowd, Izzy would not yell or plead. She would, very calmly, ask for her help. She stepped forward. The crowd parted some.
Teeter looked up, smiled but only with her mouth, and stood, adjusted the buttons on her outfit—denim coveralls, acid-washed like the ones Izzy had worn as a child, like they had all worn back then in La Luz—the cult denims. Teeter took Izzy’s hand and guided her around the lips to where the screen of the Predicta was visible playing not a stream of the moon but scenes of a horse tied up at a saloon. A gunslinger in red boots. A chapel with a sign ALL CHILDREN OF GOD, WELCOME. The scene of a man leaning there, smoking a long, thin cigarette. His head floated above the turquoise stone at his neck, the stone all out of proportion so it was like a little blue torso and the strings of his bolo tie hung like tiny legs beneath his huge head, his hat floating above the smoke, saucerlike.
Teeter said, I’m glad you came. I didn’t think you would. But look, all these people, they’re here to learn. They’re ready to be moonless too.
Though she kept talking, Izzy didn’t hear the rest. Noises came from Teeter’s mouth but if they were words, they didn’t register. Nothing registered as Izzy backed out from the tent. The people were blur. Television all glow. Chair was lips. Teeter was strange. Why was Teeter strange now? Her hair like darkest night falling low over the acid-washed denim. Izzy kept backing away from Teeter, from the noctalgia pod, from the Predicta playing scenes of High Heaven. Around the smokestacks she staggered until on her arm was Eli’s hand. Baby, he said. Did you help make these signs? Fuck dat moon. Alright. That’s a good one.
Eli held up two passes to the presidential proclamation ceremony. Izzy touched Eli’s face. Eli was still Eli. Good. She exhaled and followed him to the van and they drove through the gate to the assembly building, the big clock there now ticking down to 0000336.
—
Sometimes a confluence of conflicting emotions pulls a person out from the moment they’re in, and this had surely been the case for most all of Izzy’s life—detachment, distance, a stretch of emptiness between her and the world, ever-widening, not because she felt nothing, but because she felt all of it. Even those most practiced in dissociation of this kind will, once in a worm moon, mix to just the right strange brew so that instead of fading into the distance, a moment goes vivid, stretches Technicolor in ways others never have, spreads so that no matter how far you run, you cannot detach—the moment, in its radiance, extends always beyond your ability to escape it, a moment without horizons. Izzy’s skin tightened and tingled anew, smoothed as if time flowed backward. She walked into the spaceship factory.
In the Vertical Assembly Building hung a banner—YOU CAN’T GET TO THE MOON WITHOUT GOING THROUGH NEW ORLEANS. Behind the banner towered a robotic welder, one hundred and seventy feet of blue steel. On the ground—it was absurd to say it was on the ground because it was so massive, it seemed maybe the ground was pulled up to it—bigger than the welder but lying for now on its side, was the core stage of Artemis. It was so yellow, so gargantuan. Two hundred and twelve feet of rocket, resting there. The engines were not yet affixed though their housings flared where the flames would come. What is the sensation of pilgrimage? She wanted to touch it, to curl up in the flaring. She wanted to capture, to share, to stream, and she reached for her pocket but the Galaxy was not there. The Galaxy was at home shoved low in a bucket of rice. The massive wheels fitted on the rocket were being readied to roll out to a barge that would transport the core stage to the next facility, float it out into the canals of New Orleans and out to the Gulf toward Florida just like the rockets of Apollo before it. Izzy’s jaw tingled. Every launch broadcasted into her brain over the whole of her life replayed there in the tingle.
Eli held her hand. She’d forgotten he was there but, by the way he held her, she remembered that he was not comfortable in this place. In one fell swoop they had walked into his painful past and her sanctum sanctorum.
MISSION SUCCESS: OUR TOP PRIORITY said another banner over the stage. Many folks wore hard hats. There were various large robotic arms at rest. Agents in suits were positioned strategically all around the stage and the audience. Various officials low on local totem polls stepped up to a podium and uttered cosmic platitudes and universal inanities. Noise reverberated strangely inside the giant building, so much space, so much metal to bounce and warp the waves. Izzy listened to it all, tried to avoid thinking of Teeter out there with a crowd of her own. What was Teeter doing? Proselytizing? She was making a pageant of the gate instead of coming into the temple. Izzy reached for her pocket again. It was like Teeter had got into her brain—how else would she know to wear the cult denims? There was nothing about La Luz in the podcast. Izzy must have streamed about it. Maybe it was somewhere way back in the streams but she did not have the Galaxy to check and anyway there was so much in her Archive of Lives, too much to scroll through now. Even if she had streamed everything, could anyone ever really know it all, or was every life’s story doomed to be a sad silhouette of the truth? She could not remember if she had ever streamed of her mother. Maybe she had. It was so clear in her mind. Walking into the shed every day reciting scripture, those last days on the farm, trying to keep her coveralls clean as she rubbed the red clay onto her mother’s skin. She had been so beautiful. The most beautiful mother. Even dead, never resurrected. The clay and the salt and the iodine and the ammonia of hair dye. The smell had been strong. Izzy had forgotten the stench of it until now, here at Michoud. It was like the way moondust only smelled of gunpowder when it was up there on the moon but when you went to all that trouble to bring it back to Earth, it didn’t smell of anything at all. Izzy had come such a long way but was back now where she started, waiting, like at La Luz, for a spaceship.
Chairs got shuffled on the platform. Agents adjusted bulletproof shields in front of the podium. Something about the need for bulletproof shields made even the Mega Rocket of Artemis look vulnerable. The president appeared and said, Great to be at Michoud! But the president had not been briefed on the right pronunciation, the good pronunciation, me-shoo, and so the president repeated the name the exact wrong way—The American Dream is alive and well thanks to my chode! The audience groaned and shouted me-shoo even as the president went on to give a brief, inaccurate history of the moon and then pointed out that this day, Artemis Day, fell on the occasion of a partial lunar eclipse.
A lunar eclipse, said the president, is the first way we studied the moon. Today we do the culmination of stargazing that began in our ape-hood! Artemis will establish our nation’s permanent lunar colony.
Eli’s grip on Izzy’s hand tightened. She thought again of his last days working here. It was good to hold on to him just now, to think of his story. Why did it help so much to know the pain of others? He’d said that in the long lull since the last spaceships, Michoud had become a soundstage for moviemaking. He’d been there when they shot one about a GI Joe and a president whose body was inhabited by a mutant-alien thing, and another one where the whole world was saved from an alien invasion by a kid who was good at computer games, and then came that remake of Planet of the Apes. That was when Eli had known he would be fired. He’d said the alien blockbusters were one thing but when they had all those folks running around NASA in ape costumes, that was the end of it. Eli had explained that he was not a proud man. Or, if he was, that hadn’t been the problem. But it was one thing to work maintenance alongside rocket scientists, and a whole other thing to clean up messes of extras in ape suits. Eli didn’t mean to sound disgruntled, he’d said, but that’s the word for what he’d been—disgruntled. I didn’t do nothing but leave the door open—Eli had repeated the confession so many times that now Izzy looked at him like he might be saying it again. He wasn’t, though the way his gaze darted around, she knew he was thinking it. He had explained that it was a big door, and that closing it was just a matter of a line on a pulley, pulling on that rope for twenty seconds. Anyone could have done it. But it had been his job. And since the movies came, he’d been, well, disgruntled. He hadn’t pulled the rope that day—the door hadn’t been closed. The wind had come, the gusts, and the flimsy set they’d built, some kind of radio tower for communicating with spaceships, fell. Sure, it could have been built better or secured better but it was, in the end, Eli who’d left the big door open, who’d let the wind come in—such wind. That poor kid dressed like an ape had got crushed to death. That was the thing Izzy figured Eli was pondering right now as the president spoke, the thing Eli had told her he could not unsee, the human oozing out from the ape prosthetics.
They held hands as the president said, Why rise if not to guess at enormous unknown forces, if not to hunt, across the universe, these great mysteries. Our fate is to know all answers! We are now and forever people of the moon!
A brass band marched through Michoud, swinging trumpets, playing hard like trying to blow the rocket into orbit. The building reverberated. Izzy sat with Eli in the echo. The rocket rolled slowly toward the big door of the building and Izzy put her arm around Eli as a wind came and blew right through her so she billowed the way the garments of a spirit billow or angels’ wings billow just before they spread. The president yelled one last time into the mic, Onward to Pegasus!, as the behemoth passed through the door, out from the sanctum.
Izzy said quietly, Michoud to the moon.
I miss you too, whispered Eli.
—
They paraded like any joyous second line, engineers strutting behind machinists strutting behind the president strutting behind all the agents, the brass band up front escorting the rocket down the long mile to the dock and the barge floating there in the canal. Izzy and Eli got in line at the back as the rocket crept around a turn near the horseshoe lot. Even the band couldn’t drown out the noise of protesters yelling and shaking fences, though the horns did seem to influence the undulations of ALN eaters huddled euphorically by the smokestacks. Izzy saw the tent and some of the moonless around it—Anya and Zel—but Teeter was nowhere in sight. The president waved dumbly one last time and then was shuttled off in a fleet of SUVs as the spaceship’s second line carried on.
At the dock, a big neon sign flickered, its red glow in the outline of a winged horse. The sign flashed—and the wings were up. The sign flashed—and the wings were down. The flashing was meant to give the illusion of flight but the horse just seemed stuck. It must have been an old Mobil sign from some refinery on the river but why was it here? When they got close, it was written there, the vessel’s name, in big block letters painted on the hull of the barge: PEGASUS. She’d never seen the barge before, had not fully realized spaceships got ferried around this way, on canals and through rivers, traversing all these waterways before heading moonward. But there it was, the Pegasus, and it made perfect sense—didn’t NASA always pull names from mythology, and hadn’t Izzy been waiting for that winged horse to reappear? Now that it had, she realized she had known that it would. That was the devil’s horse, she’d been told. She’d been told it was red on the signs because it was covered in blood. A man had died trying to ride that horse straight to the gods. How many times had she dreamed of Sorry flying?
The big yellow tank of the rocket rolled onto the Pegasus and, once on the cargo deck, disappeared as it slid under a three-story-tall canopy, flared engine housings peeking out. The second line broke and bunched and was dwarfed in the shadow of the Pegasus as a tugboat drew near to bridle up for transport and that’s when it happened—boom. Well, first it was a flash—a light that blinded Izzy. The percussion wave knocked her to the ground. The band scattered. Smoke rose over the river and the water rose up over the dock with burning hunks of tugboat floating in it. Eli pulled Izzy away, up the road and back toward the assembly building even as protesters tore down fences, came running wildly toward the dock to stream the mayhem.
Cops tackled whoever they could. The brass band scattered. ALN eaters moaned.
When the smoke cleared, the sign of the winged horse was gone. The smoldering tug was capsizing, and the barge itself—Pegasus—loaded with the Mega Rocket of Artemis, floated unmoored in the canal toward the levees of the Crescent City.
—
The lights of every cop car in the greater metropolitan area spun flashing in the gloam. Izzy covered her eyes. Michoud was locked down. Witnesses were grilled and distances measured, pictures were taken of everything. Agents crawled over the smoldering wreckage of the dock, filled different-sized bags with evidence. Nobody had died, though a few ambulances had come and gone. Nobody was definitively claiming terrorism or assassination attempt but, as Izzy looked around, those did seem to be the vibes. Helicopters circled the barge. The Pegasus loose in the industrial canal was all over feeds and streams. It drifted, the Pegasus, spun slowly clockwise as a half dozen tugs closed in looking to get some control of the massive vessel, though none had. There was concern about damaging the rocket and that was weighed against concern about the barge crashing into the levees, which might flood the city. Izzy sat in the guard shack as Eli finished giving his statement. That’s when cops dragged Teeter in.
Her acid-washed denim coveralls were filthy with dirt and grease. She was bound with flex cuffs. She got one hand up, bent at the wrist, and gave a wave to Izzy. What passed between them in that moment was a whole silent negotiation. Teeter with a little nod like cut me some slack. Izzy with raised eyebrows like what have you done. Teeter showing her teeth like bearing down for more work to do. Izzy narrowing her eyes like asking who was betraying who. In Teeter’s eyes, though she knew it was not really there, Izzy saw still the reflection of the Predicta playing scenes of High Heaven.
The cops discussed pursuing a group who had run off across the highway, maybe into Jazzland, but their conversation trailed off as the stare-down between Izzy and Teeter carried on. One cop pulled Izzy outside and did a whole song and dance about the seriousness of the situation and the need for anybody with any information about persons of interest to come forward. The cop nodded toward Teeter and said, That woman is a person of interest. Okay? Do you know her?
She looks like a client I used to have, said Izzy.
Looks like?
The client I used to have, she was in the army. Did communications, I think. Maybe special forces. She fell on hard times. I know she’s been on parole.
You’re saying that’s her?
Could be, said Izzy. I think I saw her down there, near the dock, before the explosion.
It was a lie. Izzy didn’t know why she was lying. But now that she had, she realized she had known that she would.
—
Past the horseshoe lot she walked, past the smokestacks where agents circled the chair of lips and the Predicta like either might explode, past the ALN eaters draped still over and around and through one another, unbothered in their pile by any sense of danger or even the cops there poking at the tangle of flesh. Izzy walked the boulevard to where it crossed the highway and then kept on to the old amusement park. She’d asked Eli to leave her at Michoud, to head home without her. She needed to find Anya and whoever else she could, wanted to do it alone. Eli thought that was a dumb idea, said he wouldn’t leave her wandering alone in the chaos no matter how much she insisted. They had a whole argument about what was safe to do and who did or did not need to be protected and when Izzy started in about the winged horse coming back for her after all this time, Eli slipped up and called her crazy, which, there was no coming back from that, so she told him as much and then walked off alone.
The gates of Jazzland were locked but the fences had been slashed all over by two decades of trespassers. Izzy slipped through a hole in the chain-link. The amusement park had been underwater during Katrina and sat now mostly unchanged from the ruin of those floods, gone back largely to swamp. Oaks grew halfway up the Ferris wheel, branched through the spokes of it, the once-bright passenger cars dangling in the canopy, moss hanging low from all of it. The Skycoaster and Launch Towers were overgrown with vines of creeper and cypress and firecracker. Nests of snakes coiled in the busted logs of Ozarka Splash. Goodtime Gardens was overrun with gators. Everywhere algae grew on pools of tepid water.
Cops were spread out on the hunt for fleeing protesters or any persons of interest, waving their flashlights so the steel of the coaster tracks or the tin of the snack huts twinkled here and there under all the grime and rust and mold. Izzy called out quietly for Johnny and Mew and Draw. Birdi and SlimGin and Tomtom. Jude and Anya and Zel. Even Shawn. She searched around King Chaos and the Zydeco Zinger and the Dizzy Lizzy until she came upon the remains of the MegaZeph. What was left of that ride was like the massive skeletal carcass of a long-extinct beast. The Zeph was a wooden roller coaster that had been built atop an older steel coaster, both now dilapidated, wood rotted so the cars had fallen through and were wedged at awkward angles on the rusty steel frame. One car hung maybe eight feet up and a dim glow came from it. Izzy climbed the truss of the old coaster to get there. Anya was ducked low in the car, hiding, shaking, and crying, with her face right up to her phone. Izzy climbed in beside her, put a hand on the girl, and said, Alright. We aint afraid of nothin.
Anya was terrified it was all their fault. She tried to show Izzy all the comments, what people were saying, that the moonless had sabotaged Artemis, that maybe all the moonless were terrorists. It had got a little bit out of hand, Izzy had to admit, but not to worry. In time, everything would be cleared up. They would get the story right. Teeter was just in a little over her head, that was all, had maybe got a bit confused. It happens to the best of us. Izzy said ever since it had been just the twelve of them, the original moonless, she had wanted to get them all out of New Orleans, at least for a while. Some of them could still go, in a few weeks, to the Great Eclipse. It was the kind of thing where the moon was the main event and the sheer cosmic wonder of it, the masses gathered to honor it, maybe all of that could help someway. For all the machinations that remain steady for eons and beyond, tedious in their stellar routines, maybe there are instants still, though brief and totally predictable, that approach rapture.
I don’t have it all figured out perfectly, said Izzy. But I got this feeling like that’s where we’re supposed to be. In the path of totality. I had this feeling before it turned into all these comments on my streams, all the chaos of Teeter’s followers, back when it was just yall, the original twelve.
Nutrias scurried and the bones of the coaster creaked.
Anya said, You keep saying about the twelve. But there was only eleven of us before all this. There was eleven, plus you.
It was overcast. If Earth was eclipsing anything just now, it wasn’t visible from Jazzland. There were just the spotlights of choppers over the industrial canal as the Pegasus finally ran aground and the rocket shook half out of the barge, crashed there on the levee that was not the moon.



Nine
IZZY RETURNED TO HOLY GROUND at dawn, moved wearily up the stairs to the apartment. Eli wasn’t there, maybe hadn’t come back at all. La Reina was thirsty. Of all the go-cups around the plant, only one had water. Izzy poured the last of her old headache melt into the soil. Had it been so long since she’d felt the headache, or just a while since she’d taken time to ice it? She couldn’t think straight enough to process if the pain was there. Anya’s questions still echoed. Who were the original twelve? Why did Izzy keep saying there were twelve? It was Johnny and Mew and Draw. Birdi and SlimGin and Tomtom. Jude and Anya and Zel. Shawn. And, of course, Teeter. That was eleven. And Izzy made twelve. At some point she had stopped distinguishing herself from the group. And the other question from Anya—why take the moonless to an eclipse they can’t see? Izzy picked over La Reina’s stems, followed the gangly cladodes where they twisted up the wall and over the ceiling, pulled little bugs off the broad ones, pinched shoots gone brown, investigated every hair and scar and hint of new growth, pored over the plant with renewed vigor as the sun rose. She was hunting for any hint of a bud, any little bump that might blossom, might suggest that La Reina had ever, even once, tried to flower. Finding none, she opened the drawer and took out the growing book. There were all her notes on the plant over the last twenty years, her small, careful script tracking seasonal changes and measurements and different clippings for propagation and who they’d gone to. Back in Weeping Mary they’d claimed their massive plant bloomed yearly but Izzy was increasingly convinced that La Reina would never bloom, and maybe never could. There were many notes about too much water or too little water or insufficient shade or light. Sometimes a plant needs a little stress to kick-start the survival mechanism, the flowering. Or sometimes it is too root-bound. Or needs the right moonlight. Over the years, Izzy had tinkered with all these things, switching pots and fine-tuning watering schedules and placements near windows and out on the balcony even, and about all this she’d made notes in the growing book. But looking over those notes now, it was clear there was one thing, in all that time, she had not considered—maybe La Reina was moonless.
She rifled through the pile of the growing book to find the folder labeled LESSER LIGHT. What did it mean to have a moonless plant? What did it mean that there were now, as Teeter had boasted, all these people ready to become moonless? What would it mean for moonlessness to truly spread? Moonlessness transmitted among friends. Moonlessness passed on to followers. Moonless neighbors and lovers. Moonless gardens and forests. Moonless families and towns. The City that Care Forgot would become The City that Forgot the Moon. Whole nations of moonless, maybe. The night skies dimming soul by soul, block by block, thread by thread. Infinite streams of the moonless. And what then of when it dims even in their collective memories? Could whole cultural histories be wiped clean of the moon? Izzy flipped through what she had gathered of the lesser light—songs and myths and poems and folktales and prayers and paintings. She had a vision of it all, vanished. The sad crooners at their microphones, mouths agape, drawing sudden blanks while singing heartbreak. Endymion left sad and alone with his sheep, loverless. The ancient multitude of gods reduced. Wolves in folktales without any reason to howl. Folk remedies rendered futile. Decks of tarot cards shrinking and horoscopes collapsed leaving so many seekers unable to know how they should be. All of us fortuneless. Fateless. Moonless. Would it be like a great whoosh or scream from museums as it disappeared from paintings, from the bloody skies over crusading armies, from beneath the feet of so many Madonnas assumed bodily beyond the clouds, as it sailed off from the undulous heavens of The Starry Night, as it shrank to nothing behind a pillar in The Dawn of Love? Would there be lovers on all the balconies of the world listening to that whoosh numbly, their hearts uninspired, their flesh unsculpted by its light? What of the witches? What would be the sound of it vanishing from every poem, a great erasure in the odes, voids in stanzas converging to a blinding maw as all the books in all the libraries sighed open and let their moons evanesce? Though Izzy envisioned all this, she knew it could not come to pass. Among the billions of the world there would be a relative few—a select few—who would care to notice what was missing. The excision would be not cultural but personal. And so then, for the first time, Izzy let herself wonder what it would be for her, if it would be like submergence, like a thickening of night, like reentering the womb. Would her dreams change too? When moonlessness came finally for her memories, what moments would be dimmed? Nights in the pineywoods baring her scar to the sky. Nights at an abandoned mansion watching a housepainter die. Consumed one night in a penthouse by Abel. And another night, Abel dead in the mud. Nights in the Permian hunting alien minerals and nights jagged on whetstones and one night chased by the cook through rows of cotton in Earth, Texas. The look on Maude’s face as she walked away. The whole tragedy of the Gently place. The perfect omniscient radiance of full-moon nights as a child, at home, in the White Sands. The bonfire of a rapture miscarried, high in the mountains over La Luz. All this would grow fainter than before, the good with the bad. When the beacon of original violence is dimmed, so too the beauty of what persevered by its light. Izzy wondered if that would be alright. She flipped finally through the pile of the growing book to where old eclipse schedules were tucked, and along with them a map.
The map was old and yellowed, a geological map of Texas. Across the wavy contour lines of the map was a dark arc. The dark arc swept from the Mexican border up to Oklahoma, a shadowy track she recognized immediately as the path of totality for the Great Eclipse. She had viewed the path often in recent days without truly understanding it. But now she traced the dark arc on the old map that she had first held in Odessa, traced it like she had so many years ago at Gusher Inn, traced it like she had when pondering the kookhound’s quest for cosmic moral energies, traced now through names of so many places she had once memorized like scripture hoping they were places she belonged. Then she flipped it over because it was not just an old map but also a big green burst, a chart of her own iris, a fortune told long ago by Wanda from Lampasas, a relic Izzy had carried for so long because, before the Galaxy, in another life, it had been the only picture of herself she’d managed to keep. Wanda had never said what it meant, the patterns of her iris, but now Izzy understood. She flipped from her iris to the dark arc to her iris and back again. There was the path she was meant to take. Her fate had always been totality.
She untangled La Reina from a ceiling fan, from where she clung to a doorframe, where she tried to grow down into the bar. Everywhere La Reina was entwined in the home, Izzy unraveled her, worked carefully to disentangle her from the place for hours until up from the bar came the sound of Eli yelling drunkenly. He staggered upstairs, unwrapped fresh cuts of meat on the kitchen counter.
Damn, Izzy. This was a big one. You got no idea.
He oiled a cast iron skillet and turned the burner to high. Paprika and onion and garlic salt and chile powder and all different peppercorns, ground and sprinkled with the rest. Izzy gauged if he was too drunk to wield a knife, which he was but he was doing it anyway.
Eli said, That old boy downstairs was trying to say I need a nuisance tag to get a gator. He’s a damn nuisance. Aint no rules on gator! You know what I told him? I told him that at NOG, we got a standing tag for any and all nuisances! Told him to come down and run his mouth and we’d hook him alright. Filet him up too. Right in the morgue. Damn, Izzy. This was a big one. Can you believe it? We had to drag him up in one of them body bags. And he didn’t fit either. Needed three people to slide him up the stairs.
Eli chopped bits of meat and rubbed them over with a stick of butter and rolled them in the mess of spice he’d made on the counter then tossed them into the skillet. Hot oil cracked and popped. He cussed when it hit his skin.
There’s something I gotta do, said Izzy. I’ve been getting La Reina ready to move.
Did I ever tell you about the first time I skinned anything? My granddaddy took us out after church. Had that little church up Gentilly way and some elder or other had a little gator in his yard. We got that sucker. Brought it back to the church. Most little churches are like a front for a community kitchen. You don’t know cooking until you see how it gets done in a church kitchen around here. Granddaddy got that gator on the butcher block there and slipped a knife in bellywise and pulled like unzipping. I swear, Izzy. I thought it would just be empty. Like a costume full of air. And to this day, I swear, anytime I cut something open, I got one second where the knife is in, and the guts exhale, but I don’t see them yet. I am convinced in that one moment that it’s hollow there. It’s the weirdest thing.
Eli dumped bits of blackened gator from the cast iron onto a paper towel and flipped one up with the knife and put it into his mouth still too hot. He stabbed the knife down into the cutting board and sucked air over his burning tongue.
Izzy said, I’m leaving, I mean. There’s a path I’m meant to take. You’re not really listening. But I’m telling you I need to go.
I know, said Eli. He pulled from his pocket the keys for the NOG van and handed them to her. He kissed her head. Anyways, he said. You still gotta eat.
—
She walked to Gravier Street where the line for visitations was long. People wore church getups, bright shirts and hats and a few dresses and kids with baskets full of inmate-appropriate candy, stuff too small to conceal blades but the guards would confiscate it anyway. Easter at Orleans Parish Prison.
Teeter’s parole was violated though there were not yet charges regarding the explosion on Artemis Day. The authorities said they were holding a person of interest, a veteran no less. The conspiracy mill was in overdrive.
On broadcasts, reporters stood in front of the smokestacks, or by the levee with a rocket jutting from it, or in front of the clock—0000193. They said it was not yet determined to be a deliberate act. The investigation was, they said, both ongoing and widening.
The corrections staff recognized Izzy and offered her a professional visiting room but she was not there as a social worker. They asked to hold her belongings. It was only the Galaxy.
It’s broke anyway, said Izzy.
The guards secured the device and moved her through the metal detector and into a small booth where she sat across the glass from Teeter who squinted, pretended to be unable to see through, leaned in and fogged the glass with her breath and wiped it with her sleeve. Then her eyes went wide, miming recognition, as she grabbed the handset and said, How’s this for a noctalgia pod?
Teeter was in an orange jumpsuit now, her body lost in the bigness of it. She was acting like her old self, but it was only acting. She was far off even though she was just inches away, on the other side of the glass screen.
How are you? said Izzy.
It’s fine in here. You won’t believe this but they got me in something called an Experimental Model Pod. It’s like group therapy but that’s bonkers, right? Ashes to ashes, pods to pods. They tell me there’s a lot of fuss happening out there about us. I wish I could see all the comments. Did you stream at Michoud?
No.
Damn. I had a stream going. There was like a million people watching. Maybe not quite. But still more than I ever had. Obviously, they took my phone, so, whatever. I heard there’s a website even. Onetimethemoon.com or some shit. It’s blowing up. We’re big-time. Anyway, if you’re here to apologize, you don’t have to. I thought about it already. It’s not your fault I was on parole. Which is what they got me on. I don’t know what you told the cops but it’s all good. I’ll be out again soon. I always am.
I didn’t come to apologize.
No? Well, in that case, maybe you should.
I wanted to ask you something. Izzy got close to the glass and almost whispered, You really can’t see it?
Teeter laughed so hard she had to set the handset down. She cleaned the glass again like pretending to see if Izzy was really there. The question was absurd mostly because Izzy had never asked it before, not straight out like that. Challenging clients who might be ill, deep in delusion—Izzy was taught that could only make things worse.
I thought, like, you would ask if I was guilty, said Teeter. For real. But you must not care about that.
Izzy said, I’m not here as your social worker or therapist. I just want to know. I need to know. If you can’t see it, how did it start, really? Was there a headache? When you were younger, in your eyes, was there light leaking out?
They made me go to church this morning, said Teeter. Isn’t that wild? If you want any recreation time on a religious holiday, they make you take it in the chapel. Fucking Orleans Parish Prison. But I haven’t been in a chapel since San Albino back in Mesilla, so it was fine. Better than the Model Pod, honestly. But not as good our noctalgia pod. Some of the service was about Easter. Resurrection, you know? And some of it was end-of-the-world-type stuff. There shall no flesh be saved.
The priest said that?
Isn’t that creepy as fuck? They had it written on a prayer card and everything. Seems like a weird way to talk if you want people to join your club but, like, in here they don’t give us a lot of options. Anyway. Thanks for coming to see me on Easter. In the spirit of the holy day, I will be a good Catholic and accept the apology you have not made.
This is important, Teeter. I need you to tell me you don’t see it.
Teeter leaned back, rubbed the handset on her temple for a long while. When she leaned forward again she said, One time the moon. Okay? The moon was in Kabul and in the middle of the night the loudspeakers wailed. A call to prayer. Out in the streets a lot of people were hollering Allahu Akbar. Reciting the Koran. Like down on their knees. Prostrations, you know? I mean it was thousands of people coming into the streets from mosques. It was a lunar eclipse like on Artemis Day. Moon disappearing in shadow. Normal, regular, mundane syzygy. But they were in the streets yelling like the moon really was vanishing, being swallowed whole. Of course, they knew it wasn’t. It’s just tradition now. I was thinking about that on Artemis Day. Maybe I said this on stream. You can say it on yours, I don’t mind. Like maybe one time way back somebody thought the moon was being eaten up by a demon or something but these days they all act scared at an eclipse just as a reminder to be mindful about, you know, the awesome power of their god. You’re asking me if I can see it? That feels like the wrong question. This whole time you’ve been waiting for me to miraculously see it again. And if I did, what would that mean? Or, if I told you actually that I had been seeing it this whole time? Does that change things? What about all those people on their knees in the streets screaming at the sky? Would you ask them if they really thought a demon ate the moon? It doesn’t matter how it started. It means something else now. Something bigger than the story. We are the moonless. Maybe you are too.
Teeter hung up and sat back. Izzy sat back too. They examined one another through the glass. Izzy’s reflection was there over Teeter’s face. Teeter’s reflection was there over Izzy’s face. They cocked their heads some and swayed back and forth, got meandrous like to ascertain if there was any way their faces fit together or even disappeared into each other. They hovered there for a long time trying to make their reflections harmonize on the glass screen between them.
—
They came now more aggressively to Holy Ground, the authorities—detectives and government suits of all kinds. Into the small living room they crammed, stood around where La Reina was laid out, all the cladodes unraveled from the nooks of the home, gathered and tied for transportation. There was a mess of dirt where Izzy had unpotted the massive plant, wrapped the root ball in layers of mesh sacks from crawfish boils. The suits asked if she was in a hurry, trying to skip town or go on the lam. Izzy laughed. Was this the kind of thing people really said, like in an old cop show or something, like a deputy in an old Western? Everyone learns their roles from one broadcast or another.
Instead of answering the question, Izzy recounted her history with La Reina, how she’d got a cutting some years back, how that cutting had come with her and grown into this monster occupying her little apartment, how all this time she’d been waiting for the plant to find the right night, the right moon under which to bloom. Why would a thing thrive if it was not ever meaning to bear fruit? She didn’t know the answer to that, though she now understood, she was sure, that La Reina was moonless. There’s a total solar eclipse coming soon, said Izzy. The Great Eclipse. These events can shock plants, you know. Like they used to shock humans. Shock us still.
The suits nodded. We’ve heard of the moonless, they said.
Their questions came quickly then, one after the other, so quick that Izzy had a hard time following. She had to pause every sentence or so, shifting her eye contact, trying to figure who had asked what, and if the tenor of their queries was bearing toward concern or suspicion, or if there was any meanness in them, or any hint of empathy. But that got tiresome and then Izzy talked directly to La Reina as she gently bunched and twined stems. Izzy said she’d visited Teeter at the prison out of concern about what was reported in the news. None of it sounded quite right. Teeter had never been violent like that, not seriously or premeditated, though of course there had been crimes, which was why Teeter was a felon. But really Teeter suffered from substance-abuse disorder, like so many do, plus the trauma of war. Like probably some of yall know, said Izzy. Anyway, Teeter’s not really a client anymore. But there are ethics, even if I am retired.
One of the suits cut in with a long question that was not a question at all. He said a phrase, delphic pronouncements. He explained that he had scrolled through some of Izzy’s streams and, in her extensive Archive of Lives, there were what might be described as delphic pronouncements.
Izzy smiled and repeated it back to him—delphic pronouncements streamed in the Archive of Lives. She didn’t feel she’d made pronouncements but, now that she thought about it, maybe she was at the end of a long journey of becoming attuned to important mysteries. In fact, lately, for the first time, she could look back on her life and get the sense that it all had been leading somewhere, up to something, and she wondered if it took all people seven decades to finally get that feeling, or maybe she was just more stubborn than most. They wanted to know about the moonless, the suits did, and so she explained that it wasn’t exactly a group, the way the suits kept saying your group of moonless, like Izzy was the leader. It was true that she had counseled them for some years now, and lately in a group setting. This was how therapy got done at a run-down clinic in a poor city. She’d had many groups over years. Groups of teenage mothers just out of juvie with postpartum depression. Lots of post-traumatic stress disorder. Plenty of groups of unhoused veterans, like Teeter, also with PTSD. So, yes, the moonless was a group, in that way, though it had become much more. But moonlessness was no psychiatric disorder, not a neurological cluster illness, not any agnosia or other medical anomaly Izzy had tried to understand. She knew that now. Humans had once believed the moon was full of dreams. These days she wondered if maybe we had filled it too full of nightmares and for some of us the pain was just too much to bear. Anyway, if they were asking about moon-lessness, the nature of it, then Izzy would say, as best as she could understand, that it’s a condition of existence some of us will attain, through no fault, as no reward, just, if you will, part of the cosmic unfurling. If we cannot be astonished by what is there, then we must learn to be astonished by what is missing.
Any interrogation is predicated on the notion that there is something to be revealed and, in this interrogation, Izzy fished for that revelation just as wholeheartedly as her interrogators. That unsettled them. And they got more unsettled when she said, Do you know the origin of April Fools’?
The suits had not realized it was April Fools’ Day. They reminded Izzy, though, that this was no joking matter. A very massive and expensive Mega Rocket was, right now, jutting from the levee.
I understand completely, said Izzy. It’s no joke. Noah thought the end of the world was over and he sent out a dove from the ark. He was wrong. But not by much. It wasn’t until he lost a dove for good that he knew the end of the world was over, once and for all. Sometimes you gotta lose a dove.
I thought it was a rainbow, said the suits. They all nodded as they thought of rainbows.
Yes, maybe the rainbow was the joke, said Izzy.
One suit pulled out a tablet and passed it around. It was cued up to a video of security footage from Other Space. The ongoing investigation was interested in her storage unit. Teeter had been there in the hours before Artemis Day. Lots of people, the video showed, had been in and out and around the storage unit in recent weeks. Even as they spoke, the suits assured Izzy, other authorities were opening her unit to retrieve evidence for their investigation, which was both ongoing and widening. They asked if Izzy would identify all the people in the video. She held the tablet, watched clips from the security camera—black-and-white and grainy. The suits apologized for the quality, explained that Other Space still used videotape.
I think it looks great, said Izzy.
She scrubbed through the file slowly, frame by frame, backward and forward. The moonless came and went. The footage did not show inside the unit, did not show the ring of noctalgia pods or the many hours of therapy that happened in them, clients telling their stories of the moon, learning to understand that the moon was a story about their own pain. It was just the alleyway visible, and people coming and going. When Izzy scrubbed to the end, after Teeter busted in on Artemis Day, Eli was there dragging out on a dolly stuff draped in blankets.
And there was something else. Izzy tried to pinch in on the grainy video but it wouldn’t zoom. The suits said, If you’re trying to see who that other person is, well, we’d also like to know. Who else has access to your unit?
Izzy didn’t understand at first. She knew she was watching herself, knew that it was her moving the file cabinet from NOG into the unit, knew that it was her with Eli bringing in busted tube televisions, knew that it was her coming and going for weeks as she tinkered with noctalgia pods. But there in the footage, it was not quite her, did not seem really like a person, more a figure or a silhouette but in reverse, the opposite of shadow, which is maybe reflection, not even clearly a figure, more like a blur or a glitch. She had witnessed this before, many years ago, back in Odessa, after seeing Wanda’s wing, ungrown. Izzy had been so young. She had held her rapture scar then, that night, and put it right up to the camera. This was like that, a trick almost, the figure in the footage not transparent but like the light got trapped inside and ricocheted around in there, inside the person, like the person was hollow, so on the video was just a space of refraction, a collection of pixels vaguely in human form, a particle horizon beyond which nothing of the past could be known.
Obviously we’d be interested in talking to that person, said the suits.
Yes, said Izzy. Obviously it is a person.



Ten
IN THE GRAND SCHEME, why the Galaxy buzzed was of little consequence. Yet, it buzzed. And so, Izzy could not help but wonder at it. That morning the Galaxy had powered on and had not stopped buzzing and buzzed now continuously in her pocket, the vibrations against her thigh humming tidally into her rapture scar where they dissipated. The screen was ruined, its notifications unviewable. She could not know exactly what all the buzzing was about, surely comments, followers, people swept up in the story of Artemis and the moonless. She sat in the van parked near NOG, right where Eli had left it. He’d gone to Other Space knowing there were things in the unit that were important to Izzy, knowing she would want them when she was ready to go, and he had got them for her. The chair from a crashed spaceship and the Trinitron too. La Reina was there in the back of the van sprawled over it all. Izzy took the Galaxy from her pocket and put her iris to it one last time, point-blank. Though she could see nothing, she could visualize the series of swipes she’d done so many times. She did them now, the movements, a perfect tiny choreography of her thumb and forefinger, like spinning a dial, like cracking a code, like swiping through the face of the deep to the heart of the Galaxy where it would stream her into the brains of everyone now getting wind of the moonless and wondering if they were among them.
Izzy streamed—
Everybody always talks about the end of the world. It’s always almost the end of the world and has been forever. I haven’t ever been to church, if you can believe that. But I knew the Bible once. One time the moon was full of scripture. There shall be no flesh saved. That’s scripture of Jesus streaming atop a mount of olives. I don’t mean the Sermon on the Mount. That’s a different stream on a different mount and in that one most everything is hunky-dory—blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed are the meek, rejoice and be glad. But on this other mount, among all those olive branches, Jesus had something else to say. They call this one the Little Apocalypse. There shall be famines and pestilences and earthquakes, he says. The beginnings of all sorrow. False prophets, of course. There shall be no flesh saved, he says. I might have the verses out of order some. But when the whole terrible prophecy climaxes in the moment just before angels come with a great sound of trumpets, he says there will be a sign. He says, And the moon shall not give her light. I don’t think it matters what the Bible says. But anyway it says just wait for the moonless. That’s how you know salvation is near. All suffering will cease. And the moon shall not give her light. Finally, then, will be the end of the end of the world.
The lens of the Galaxy was too close. Surely all it could see, could capture, could stream, was Izzy’s iris, nothing but that green burst materializing on so many screens, that glow—light leaking out. She tossed the Galaxy and drove westbound at dawn. La Reina rustled in the wind, her root ball bouncing in the seat of the captain’s chair, long stems draped over the Trinitron there. Izzy had in her mind a path, if not a plan. Millions upon millions gathered now from Mexico to Maine to stand outside in the afternoon and stare skyward waiting for the moon to eclipse the sun, to block its light, to create shadow that would pass across Earth—a whole dark arc. It would cut up through Texas starting way down at the Rio Grande and Quemado where the cook had renounced God. Then past the Seminole Indian Scouts Cemetery near Brackettville and on to the Nueces River northwest of Uvalde. The dark arc would pass over Leakey and Utopia toward Vanderpool and over Monkey Rock and then on to Ingram and Enchanted Rock near Crabapple. Buchanan Lake. Then Lampasas, where Wanda first dreamed of flight. Then Jonesboro and the dark arc would pass over Meridian and cross the Brazos up from Waco near a place called Eulogy, and maybe there was Camelot still, where Izzy had learned, for a little while, about love and making the most of it, like she was ready to do again now, take the story of Teeter’s sacrifice and make the most of it chasing the dark arc to Waxahachie and the Trinity River then Elmo east of Dallas. Lake Tawakoni then Sulphur Springs. Then Bogata and Clarksville and beyond Texas to places Izzy had never been but would now surely go. All along the dark arc of the Great Eclipse she would find, in the coming days and weeks, folks who had stood in the path of totality and discovered that it was no dark arc at all, folks who lived there or had pilgrimaged there but had experienced no shadow, had stayed bathed in hottest light, folks whose eyes maybe hurt, were maybe branded now from looking heavenward, folks even kind of blinded in a way, a peculiar blindness, folks whose nights would soon begin to thicken, whose memories of even distant nights would, in the coming years, dim, lose their effulgence, and that would be their sacrifice, the sacrifice of those who walk among us as reminders, reminding us to be astonished at all we’ve not yet lost, these folks who, this very afternoon, would find themselves confused and scared not knowing quite what to think just yet because somehow their day had not darkened—for them there had been no Great Eclipse. They are moonless. And maybe you are too. And Izzy will arrive with that good news. She will gather you and bring you along to a gentle place where the pain is mostly gone. For she is headed now into the path of totality where the shadow will not fall on her, and, for all the nights that are left, the moon will not give her light.
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