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Scavenged Earth

By Sarah Withrow

“All that produces ties of sentiment between man and man must serve us as war's antidote.” 

— Sigmund Freud in a 1932 open letter responding to Albert Einstein’s question “Is there any way of delivering mankind from the menace of war?” 
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Chapter 1:
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Eliska’s closet

The packed clothes in the professor’s walk-in closet dull the party noises drifting from downstairs. Someone has turned up the Bee Gees’ You Should Be Dancing. Someone is squealing with laughter.

Desi was the one who’d received the invitation to Professor Eliska Kocourek’s End-of-the-world Party. Letty, also in the class, is his plus one. Eliska has brought the young couple up here for a jumpsuit so that Desi can have a jumpsuit experience before the world ends.

Desi sits against the wall under the pants section and balances his Negroni on his knee as he watches the women talk. He feels alive in a way only those in mourning can understand (bearing witness for the dead). The feeling culminates in an intense, wide-eyed expression that reads as fanatical or, at least, over-caffeinated. But what eyes — heavy-lidded, big brownies set off by clumped dark lashes, with Desi living behind them, over-thinking, ripe and raw.

Eliska, their Power Dynamics professor, is in a white pant suit. She moves jerkily to the residual rhythm, neat hips first, pushing and pulling her way through the tightly packed racks. Behind her, highball in hand, is Letty, wearing one of her Party Suits: a black base partied-up with something bright. He’d been with her when she’d found this red Valentino blouse with the pleated sailor collar. Her thin hands just barely trembled as she’d paid for it ($8!), so that only he could tell she was excited.

He loves her most acutely when she lights up against her will. 

He’d helped her iron her hair for the party. She’d let him give her smokey eyes, too. He liked having his head close to hers, feeling her breath on his neck. He’d talked her into leaving her red wire-rimmed glasses at home. He knows she can barely make him out right now and enjoys being her blurry mass.  

“Before there is one, there is zero, you know? It’s nothing expressed as a number,” Letty, a math major, points out to the professor as she rifles through her clothes. Letty’s been dying to say anything halfway intelligent to Eliska all semester.

“Zero annihilates everything when multiplied. It’s a bomb,” says the professor, tucking her thick hair behind her ear. “Bombs are more my area.” Downstairs, one of the party guests shouts ‘Better alignment’ and the crowd’s laughter momentarily drowns out the Bee Gees. “Here it is.” Eliska pulls out a polyester jumpsuit with flared legs and a hood. It features a sketchy pattern of gigantic cat heads in grey and orange and zips up the front with a round pull. Desi springs to his feet, hands Letty his half-empty glass and grabs the jumpsuit. 

“Math describes the universe, but...” Letty breaks off to ask Desi, “What are you doing?”

Desi is disrobing.  

“It needs a belt,” Eliska says. She takes the remains of Desi’s Negroni from Letty and sips it as she moves. “What I really want my students to consider about power is how it’s born, fostered, directed. I want you to feel it.” Eliska clutches Letty’s flat belly to show her where power might live. Letty thinks she might feel it, but the professor lets go to grab a belt. “What do you think of this one?” she asks Desi.

“Do you have a gold one?” he asks, squirming inside the cat-head jumpsuit. “I want to be shiny.” 

Eliska shakes her head and takes a step back to consider him. 

“I’m interested in what’s innate and coiled in the individual or group and, also, in how we are thwarted,” she says, zipping Desi up. The cat-head polyester jumpsuit is tight and short on him, a fine specimen of a young man. “It looks good. Shoes off,” the Professor instructs. 

“I can see your bulges,” Letty tells her boyfriend.

“Don’t talk about my bulges,” Desi says and jogs to the mirror in the adjacent powder room. 

“Being thwarted is the worst,” Letty gushes, like a fangirl. Eliska finally looks at her, taking in the Valentino blouse as she sips Desi’s Negroni. Funkytown comes on downstairs and the closet people start grooving.

“Wow. You can really see the bulges,” says Desi, from the mirror. “What’s this?” He returns holding a gilded frame surrounding a bulletin board backed in purple velvet with snippets of hair pinned to it, apparently culled from a variety of heads. Letty and Desi turn to Eliska who throws her leonine head back, laughing.

She motions them to hand it over. “It’s my guest book. I was arguing with a friend about him wanting a piece of me. He left the end of his ponytail on the coffee table — a piece of himself — as an olive branch. I’ve been collecting ever since. Let’s take it downstairs and show off Desi’s bulges.”

Desi boogies barefoot out of the closet behind them and down they all go into the all-night, disco-dancing throb, heard, thrilled and unthwarted.
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Austin, just before

Early in the fall semester of 2027, the University of Texas at Austin announced it was suspending classes “until online systems and geo-political issues have stabilized such that we can more confidently plan to fulfill your educational and research needs.” The email offered links to FEMA sites detailing what to do before and after an expected nuclear attack. Most of the other students, including Letty’s best friend, Merry, left at that point. Only the orphaned and the orphan-like remained near campus. 

Desi, had lost his parents in a killer traffic jam as they tried to flee the lethal Phoenix heat wave. They’d been on their way to Austin to join him. Letty’s own parents, long-divorced, had both accepted, via text from their respective far-flung cushy lairs, that she was “in a good place right now” and let her be. 

She wanted to be with Desi. 

Snuggling with their new kitty, she confessed to him that the climate emergencies, migrations and resulting resource and political destabilizations were “satisfying on a level, because they totally validate my world view.”

“I think ‘I told you so’ is kind of weak sauce right now, Babe,” he replied, but the end-of-the-world felt very theoretical to Letty when she was wrapped in his long arms.

Then the cyber war took down most of the Internet and a couple of major cell-phone networks and they received Merry’s invitation by snail mail. It featured a clown with oversized shoes holding a red balloon. In the “Join us:” field, Merry had written For nuclear fallout. The “Place” was listed as Cave Without a Name and the “Date” was When the end is nigh-er.

Issue: Before Letty and Desi got together, Merry had really, really liked Desi. Letty hadn’t even noticed him until she’d had to listen to Merry go on and on about his cowboy legs and delectable sadness. But when she’d turned her head to take a look, Desi had noticed, and he liked Letty, who ultimately decided she wanted him for herself. 

Here’s how it went down: Pushing her wire-rimmed glasses up her angular face, Letty had accused Desi of wasting their Power Dynamics class’ time with his questions about how he could apply their lessons to meet more women.

“Your questions are ridiculously frivolous,” she’d told him after class one day when Merry was at the dentist.

“They’re 100 per cent legit,” he’d said, backing down the hall with a shit-eating grin on his still somehow-sad face. “Everything is personal.”

She’d been going to counter, but didn’t like feeling sucked in by his antics and his face, so she’d ducked into a nearby washroom and played Candy Crush until her shift at the Dining Hall.  

Later that week, Desi had run into her on purpose on her way to school, and had pulled the power move of straight-up asking her out. When Merry’d found out about them a month later, she and Letty had a four-day wordless fight at work. Finally, Letty’d thrown a deep-fried pickle at her best friend to break the silence, and Merry’d turned to her with fury in her eyes.

“You let me make a fucking fool of myself. Why didn’t you just tell me?” Merry’d said, tugging at her uniform golf shirt, growing more snug by the day.

“I don’t know,” Letty’d said (although she did). “I’m sorry.” And that was it. The fight was supposedly over, but there have been repercussions. 

In any case, hanging out in a cave with Merry and her too-perfect parents, Ila and Frasco, did not appeal. They declined the invitation, citing reports of road-rage murders and the responsibilities of cat ownership. 

As tensions mounted, more and more people were up and leaving their jobs to head out to so-called “home safe” destinations like Oregon or Alaska. Letty and Desi enjoyed sitting on the emptying patios of still-operating cafes to watch the so-called war-threat migrants drive by with their possessions piled Joad-like on their vehicles and makeshift trailers. 

“What are they going to do when they get there? Sit in the snow and wait for Armageddon? I’d rather be right under the bomb. If we go anywhere, we should go to Houston,” Desi said. Letty laughed, but it got her thinking. 

She found books about surviving a nuclear war at the library, but there was no one at the front desk. She left a note, listing the titles and the expected return date. It was still there when she came back three weeks later, along with a couple more such notes by others who’d followed her lead.

At that point, news outlets were admitting difficulty discerning what was actually happening and social media was all up in arms about narrative collapse. Letty was concerned, of course, but she and Desi were having a lovely cozy time, watching DVDs, eating frozen pizzas, apples and ramen noodles, and living in their pjs with their black kitty in the cute little house bought with Desi’s inheritance. She figured they would probably be okay if a nuclear bomb fell on Houston, but if Austin was on the strike list, they could end up under a missile.

Stories about highway violence became increasingly gruesome and FEMA started recommending people ‘shelter-in-place’. That’s when Letty, a born contrarian, began to second-guess waiting things out in Austin. They went out and bought some hard-to-find camping equipment, just in case. They had to pay the late-preppers premium and Letty let out a low whistle at the $9,549 tally. Desi didn’t seem to mind it, paying for everything. 

“Where you go, I go. What you want, I want,” he’d told her, laying down his credit card. 

As they stayed tuned to all available channels for more specifics regarding the likely apocalypse, they busied themselves stockpiling, canning vegetables and making Kim Chi. Merry wrote to let them know — again, by snail mail (letter carriers were being treated like heroes) — that her Uncle Angus would come for them in his Apocalypse-mobile if it looked like a nuclear attack was imminent. 

Letty had met Merry’s burly half-billionaire, Uncle Angus. It did not go well. An image of his smug-ass entitled face floats is paired with Capitalist Pig in her mental dictionary of how fucked things are. This huge doofus barrels in, making his chauffeur make multiple trips to lug in presents, insults his niece’s guest to her face in front of everyone and ruins the whole family’s Christmas. Why? Because he didn’t like the room he got in his sister’s farmhouse. 

“He yelled at me at the Christmas dinner table. He asked if I had PMS. I mean, come on! And Merry knows this, so what the fuck?” she vents to Desi in the canopy bed he’d bought them, with its dark drapes drawn round. 

“Be nice. Merry loves you. And me. Maybe more me than you... Whatever. We may never see her again,” he said, talking more to the kitty on his chest than her. 

Letty wrote Merry back in ballpoint pen on pink paper: “Thanks for thinking of us, but we’re good, Mer, my darling, sweet forever friend, my cheese-flavoured precious, the balm for my deep-fried-heart. If it goes south, we’ll head to the fallout shelter in Zilker Park.” She addressed it to the farmhouse in Brownsville, decorated the envelope with drawings of the kitty, and she and Desi sealed it with lipstick kisses. 

This was when you could still get an orange for $7, people were sharing dandelion-green recipes, and the buses still ran. Desi was out to get fresh meat at the Central Market one day when he witnessed a fat man punch a woman in the face over the last pack of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. 

“You could see it in that guy’s eyes that he was going to get them no matter what. He was ferocious. I felt his want, Letty. It was freaky as hell,” Desi told her, while letting a beige facecloth, frozen in the freezer, melt onto his handsome face.  

He went out less after that and wandered about the house in his green hoodie doing little projects. He alphabetized the spice rack, for instance, and put black-out drapes on all the windows. This was fine by Letty. She took solo walks for the alone time — not because she was tired of Desi, because she wasn’t. She told herself that it wasn’t wrong for him to be scared, but he always had the hood up on that green hoodie and it was driving her nuts. 

“It’s like it’s a canopy for your head,” she said, broaching the subject.  

“I should add a veil,” he said, deliberately missing her point.

The next afternoon, she walked over to Zilker Park to check out the fallout shelter behind the Caretaker’s Cottage. She noticed a dusty young dude in his undies, sitting on a mattress in the middle of the yard with empty beer cans beside him. She could see the slanted entrance to the shelter not five feet from him and decided against approaching. As she read the plaque posted by the Cottage, the undies-clad dude waved at her. 

“You’re too late, Miss. Shelter’s full. Kindly move along,” he called to her. 

“Are you the shelter boss?” she asked, adjusting the knapsack she now carried in case she found anything of use. 

“Looks that way, don’t it?” dude said, pulling a gun from the back of his briefs. She left immediately and, feeling an urgent need to vacate her bowels, made a beeline for a bushy bush she’d seen. 

She was not embarrassed to fear a gun-toting hooligan, but was surprised to find herself literally scared shitless. A couple with a neatly coiffed poodle passed by the bushy bush and Letty held her breath lest the dog give her away. The poodle saw her, assessed the situation, and moved on. Letty thinks of this moment as That Kind-dog Time. 

That day, she waited an hour for the 803 bus at Barton Springs, but it never came. She walked up to the Nueces Mart and loaded up with as much as she could carry, paying for the overpriced goods with the emergency credit card her Dad had mailed her with a note that read, “We’re in Mosskogar, Iceland. Sending this for escape-related expenses in case Mom forgot about you (haha). Love you.” He didn’t explain who the “we” were.  Maybe he meant for her to use the card to get to Iceland, but the thought of using it that way made her laugh derisively. 

That night, they feasted on nachos with pepperettes and Cheese Whiz washed down with wine and finished an entire chocolate bundt cake watching The Godfather trilogy. Letty hoped the world would end before her Dad saw the $748.13 bill.  

****
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A week later, Letty puts on her uniform golf shirt and apron and goes to explore the Dining Hall where she and Merry had worked. Its doors are busted open and people have helped themselves to the foods left up front. One lonely rotting pre-made Greek Salad remains in the still-lit cooler. Letty throws it out and unplugs everything. No sense wasting electricity if the place is going to be empty for weeks. 

The kitchen is ransacked, but no one got in to the fridges and freezer, both padlocked to prevent employee theft. She retrieves the keys from the hiding spot above the fridge and takes as much as she can fit in her knapsack. She is standing at the counter trying to think of what to write in a note, when she sees Desi approach with their 357 Smith & Wesson.

“What’s going on?” she asks. She’d left him reading in bed. He closes in on her with alarming eyes. “How did you know I was here?”

“Lucky guess,” he exhales in relief. “I checked the library first and then came here.” He hugs her from behind, nuzzling his face into her long neck. The gun hangs from his beautiful man-hands clasped in front of her. “I’m so glad you’re here, Letty.” She reaches into the stickiness of the green hoodie’s hood to the back of his neck to calm him.

“Did something happen?” she asks. He shakes his head into her, wiping his sweaty brow on her hair. His breathing is weird. He’s been running.

“I found chicken nuggets and some eggplants that don’t look too bad. We can make Babaganoush. I was just going to write a note,” she says. 

His grip loosens as he nestles his hot, sad face deeper into her neck. She runs her hands through his thick hair, peeling the hood off his poor jumbled head.

“I can’t do this without you,” he says.

“I’m right here. I was just going to write a note and come home.”

He sets her free and peeks in the backpack. She wills herself not to look at the gun. “Nobody’s going to care that you took stuff,” he says.

“I care.”

“You still do. God bless you,” he says. She turns her attention to the knapsack. 

“It’s good you came. Now we can get more stuff. Put this on,” she says, holding the open knapsack up for him. He throws the gun on top of the other items, closes up the pack, and hoists it on his back. “Write the Post-it note for me, please, Hon? I’m going to check out the freezer.”

Letty marches over to the unlocked walk-in freezer and steps inside, pulling the door all-but-shut behind her. She watches her breath billow out over the unopened boxes of crinkle-cut fries as she works to steady it.

Desi’s Dining-Hall Kitchen Post-it note reads: “Thanks for the food. Hope you are well (all things considered).”
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Chapter 3: 
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The Resurrection

Angus scouts Merry’s best friend’s Austin street. Kids are playing. Someone is sawing. Two women, chatting on a porch, are checking out the RV. He shouldn’t stay long.

He jogs up to the small house and knocks on the door three times.

His drive from Malibu has highlighted the differences between an actual apocalypse and imagined ones. He had never previously considered the risks to his mental health, or the humbling power of witnessing death, or the need to commit to a course of action instantly to avoid bloodshed. The pre-apocalypse he’s venturing through is in 3D and real time. He is now a man with a body-count and he knows he’s likely crazy, like everyone else. It has been helpful to have a mission. Even this one.   

Angus is following Frasco’s instructions on how to join them: “When/if you come, please stop in Austin to see if Letitia and her boyfriend, Desmond, want to come. Merry says you aren’t welcome if you don’t and she will read it in your face if you lie.”

(His sister, Ila, lets her husband do the talking, but Angus knows anything Frasco sends is really from her. An able horsewoman, Ila likewise directs her family with a nudge and expectation.)

So, here he is. Where are they? He tries the door. It opens. 

Before him, a beautiful, bare-chested young man hangs from a noose secured to the second-floor railing. Angus has a sense that he hasn’t been there long. The body is turning in such a way.

“Hello?” he calls inside. “Letitia? Letty?” 

He listens to the quiet and thinks about his best course of action. He defines this to himself as the action that will best enable him to face his niece, Merry, with a clear conscience, though he knows that’s now impossible. 

The shadow of the dead and lovely young man waves on the wall. It is just after 1:30 p.m.

Angus gets a serrated knife from the kitchen, lumbers up the narrow stairway and, sweating on his meaty hands and knees, cuts Desmond down. As there is no one to catch the body, it lands on the bannister and bounces against it to the floor, where it lays, face down, in jean shorts. Angus moans the F-word as he rocks cross-legged in the carpeted upstairs hallway. Eventually, he has to pee.

And that’s how he finds Letitia in the bathtub with a telling empty sleeping pill-bottle on the ledge. The water is still warm. Aging bubbles group about her chest.  

Angus takes a half-second to raise his fists to heaven before he gathers her up in an oversized pink beach towel with the word “Howdy” repeated on it in orange. He takes her to the canopy bed, neatly made with a poofy Klimt The Kiss duvet and surrounded by blackout curtains. As he sets her down, he sees an envelope with Merry’s name on it. Angus moans “Fuck” loudly and covers Letty with the duvet before searching for her pulse. When he can’t find one, he starts smacking her face, but just a bit. Then he pinches her. Then he smacks her with fuller force, which he finds titillating in a shame-inducing way. Nothing.  

A sense of desperation takes hold and he shakes her, and then apologizes. Finally, feeling like a total idiot, he gives her mouth-to-mouth. He is thinking about how long he needs to do this for Merry’s sake, when Letty’s eyes crack open. Like an alligator’s mouth, he thinks and chastises himself.  

“I’m so sorry,” he tells her. He directs her head over the side of the bed with one hand and shoves his fingers down her throat with the other. She yaks up a bit and Angus leaves her facing the floor as she works to rouse herself. It takes a while. He quietly waits for her on the edge of the bed with his hands in his lap. 

He is very sorry.

In the before times, he’d been riding a gravy train with biscuit wheels, but he’s already failing the apocalypse for which he has long prepared. He’d been bent on conserving his luxury, about getting his fucking money’s worth, like that was the thing to do. The bombs have yet to fly but, if his ride from Malibu has taught him anything, it’s that they are in the after times now. He succumbs to the canopy bed.

Laying beside drugged Letty, he thinks about all the kinds of sorry he is: He’s sorry he didn’t come sooner. ANY kind of sooner would have saved them all. He mentally rewinds to where he might have been when Desi threw himself over the bannister. The boy had likely hung himself while Angus had been at the 360 Overlook, where he’d stopped to savour the view after his terrible journey through the best-armed parts of America. He feels, in his broad chest, the black-hole suck of being unable to undo this. He’s sorry he smacked and shook Letitia. He’s sorry he revived her after she had chosen a way out. He had to. He’s already been tragically late.

He feels Letty’s hand on his arm. 

“Angus? Please, pass me the envelope,” she asks, and he is Angus, so he does. She rips it into tiny pieces and drops the pieces behind the bed’s headboard. 

“I’ll go with you,” she slurs. “I just need to pack.” She makes no move to go.  

“I’ll move Desi into the RV. You shouldn’t have to see him,” Angus offers.

“No... I should. I will. Can we take him to a graveyard?” she asks, one eye open. He nods. “Help me to the washroom.” He lifts her to sitting, and she puts her arm around his neck. “Hahaha. I’m naked!” she cries in his ear rather too loudly.   

He’s sorry he’s the one this kid gets stuck with.

He hoists her up and she passes out. He takes her to the washroom with the duvet tucked about her. He takes a quick piss before he tries to revive her again by splashing bath water on her face. When her head moves, he shuffles her beside the toilet bowl and rests her across it so that she is more-or-less facing down over its operative hole.

“Thanks,” she says and shoves her own fingers down her throat. He notices a silky black-and-floral satin, kimono-type dressing gown on the back of the door and drapes it over her. She finishes puking, shuddering under the kimono’s stylized coral Chrysanthemums. “Please, get him in the RV. I think I’m okay. I’ll get dressed and we’ll go.” She watches for him to go, but, framed by the door jamb, sweaty and imposing, Merry’s Uncle Angus is waiting for something. 

“What?”

“We’re not going to tell them about this, right?” says Angus, using his Dries Van Noten linen shirt to wipe his brow.

“Not in a million fucking years,” she says. They lock eyes, which passes for a promise. “Get the cat, too, okay? The carrier’s in the downstairs closet. He’s outside. Call for him. His name is Babycakes.”

Angus uses the Howdy beach towel and the rope to create a shroud for the freshly dead, but otherwise perfect, Desmond/Desi. He silently thanks himself for his recent core-focused workouts as he hoists the young man’s body into the RV, hoping he has escaped the notice of the down-the-street neighbour ladies. He doesn’t stop to check. He quickly finds the grey plastic pet carrier in the closet, hauls it out into the blistering light of the steaming day and hangs on to it as he calls down the empty street for Babycakes. 

He stops to listen for the cat but notices, instead, the breeze running with a shush through the Live Oaks. 
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Letty’s Note to Merry

She’d let Desi read it before she’d put in the envelope. Then they'd made love and he’d gone first as agreed. He’d yelled out, “Now,” when he did it and she’d swallowed the pills. She hadn’t really counted on the minutes between taking the pills and drifting off in the tub and had found herself going over what she’d written as a way to distract herself from the small sounds coming from the hallway.

Dear Merry,

If anyone but you is reading this, then it just doesn’t matter.  This is for you.  

I guess you’ve seen what we’ve done and I’m so sorry you had to find us like this. We both wanted this and chose it with happy hearts. This is what we had the power to do. We feel it’s a sane and reasonable choice for two people in love right now. Please do not feel that it needs to be your choice. 

I love you forever, Merry, my Mer. You saved me in so many ways. If there’s a heaven, I’ll send you a sign. I’ll sing out-of-tune in your ear while you are trying to drive.

Love, Letty

XOXOXO

Desi had added “+ Desi XO” to the bottom to indicate he approved the message. It’s his signature, Letty had focused on with her mind’s eye as the bath bubbles burst around her like tiny worlds. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 5: 

[image: image]


Oakwood Cemetery

Angus is still calling for Babycakes, and Letty — still addled, but now in black shorts and a white silk floral tunic — is struggling to lug a suitcase up the RV’s stairs when a nearly naked young man rumbles up the street on a motorcycle. Letty waves at him. The young man, in white briefs and a red helmet, slows as he approaches and pulls a medium-sized gun on them, pointing it first at Angus and then Letty. Angus throws the pet carrier at the motorcycle with vigour. The motorcycle driver loses control and skids sideways along the road and onto a neighbour’s lawn, where he lands in a pile like any flung thing. 

Letty runs over to retrieve his Glock 43. The young man comes round and is spitting on his hands and knees and calling Letty the C-word when Babycakes darts out from a nearby shrub to rub himself against Letty’s leg. Letty feels her throat tighten as she picks up the cat with the hand that’s not holding the motorcycle-man’s gun. Angus grabs the carrier still sitting on the road and, wordlessly, they climb into the RV, back up and drive off, leaving the bloodied, cursing young man behind them. 

“It’s bullet proof, right?” Letty asks Angus and the big rich man confirms. “At least it’s electric.”

“It is that. Hybrid, actually. Have you seen many of those guys?” he calls back as she loads Babycakes into the pet carrier in the lounge area.

“Underwear men? One, yeah. I don’t get what the deal is. Did he think he could just take the RV?” she says as she flops heavily into the shotgun seat and paws around for her seatbelt.

“He’s not the first to try.” Or the second, he thinks to himself. He has lost count, which is unlike him. “I don’t know what things are like in Austin, but I think it’s best you know for your own safety, the highways are distilled evil. They’re evilesscent. I recommend you bow to my travel expertise.”

Letty rests her head against the back of the seat. The adrenalin rush had helped, but she is still pretty sleepy and is thankful for it. If she were in her right mind, she’d be hysterical. Instead, she’s in a fog sitting beside Merry’s half-billionaire Uncle.

“As you know, I’m not the bowing type,” she manages.

“All righty, then,” he says. “I’ve picked you up for Merry’s sake, and I aim to deliver you in one piece. Do as you will, of course, but that’s my deal.”

“I know your deal, Big Man,” she says drowsily. She has no energy for full combat and turns her head to look out the window. “It was good of you to come,” she says, sotto voce.

Angus clears his throat.

“I didn’t count on us needing cat food,” he says, changing the subject.

“I didn’t count on ever opening my eyes again,” says Letty, just making conversation. She realizes that she has accidentally shut the Glock in the pet carrier with Babycakes and cocks her head toward the back, but is too exhausted to get up. 

“We live in interesting times,” says Angus. Brutal times, he means, but will not say so. He has been driving around just to stay on the move. They need to make a plan shortly, but he needs her on-side first. “That’s a fetching blouse.”

Letty pushes her head back against the luxe leather headrest and laughs hard enough to make her whole doped body shake. 

***
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They agree on Oakwood Cemetery because it is the closest and Angus starts toward it through the all-but-empty streets of his hometown. They pass a woman pushing two kids and a Pekinese in a shopping cart with an improvised canopy cover.

Babycakes meows, indignant in his armed cat carrier, now secured under the RV’s drone-monitoring desk. Angus suggests they offer him a creamer from the refrigerated compartment between the front seats. The meowing is annoying enough to rouse Letty to wobbly action. She stumbles back to bring Babycakes a creamer and drops the motorcycle-man’s gun on the drone station table. 

It works. Babycakes quiets down. They will have to get more creamers. They are added to the list, under cat food. Angus tells her to take some activated charcoal from his store of medicines and, after a wee rest and a “Letty” she complies, making her way back to the washroom, holding on to fixed objects, like a mountain climber. He hears her rustle around, open a cap, run a tap. She returns to the front, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She wants to live. 

So far, so good. 

“If Oakwood Cemetery is good enough for Ima Hogg, First Lady of Texas, it’s good enough for our boy,” says Angus, making any words come out of his mouth. He must try to be gentle. “I met Ima once in Houston when I was little. Did you know she rode an ostrich?”

“We’re not putting him near the fucking Hoggs. He would HATE that. He would just want to be with the ordinary people.” Her drug-addled voice grates on him. He holds his breath and pictures the freshly dead boy in the back.

“I don’t think he was aiming to be near anyone, Darlin’.”

“Don’t call me that,” she snaps. 

“He doesn’t look ordinary to me,” Angus mutters and Letty’s lower lip trembles.  

They drive to Section 4 of the Cemetery which, Letty insists, is the least objectionable part of the graveyard. Sensing this choice is political in nature, he doesn’t question her. She is still very young. She’s been holed up for months in that house with that sad orphan boy, has recently tried to kill herself and deserves, in this instance, to be obliged. 

As a dead man, Desmond has no say in the matter.  

They leave Babycakes in the RV and stand together in the graveyard looking about. The grass is dead and burnt and the sky is sapphire blue. Though they have seen the occasional car or trailer, there is no hum of Austin traffic to drown out the din of the crickets. The city must sound as it did way back when the bodies in the historic graveyard were laid to rest.

“Looks like everyone decided this was the weekend to get out of Dodge,” Angus explains the quiet city to Letty, who manages a withering squint in his direction. Didn’t he just rouse her from her death tub? She knows what fucking day it is.  

“We need a shovel,” she says, barely standing upright.

“Maybe there’s one in that building,” Angus points to the Chapel. His back is aching from carrying Desi. He will have to pick up Asper creme when they stop for cat food and creamers. He’ll have Letty add it to the list.  

“But listen,” he says. “I don’t think we can risk digging a grave. This dirt is hard as rock. It’ll take too long. This vehicle attracts attention.” He hears her huff, emphatically out of her nose, but he can see she knows he’s right. “It’s a steamy day. You’re... not well, and I am still getting used to manual labour.” He pokes at his own pork-fed sides to illustrate the issue. His recent home workouts have driven home just how out-of-shape he’s become since civilization started losing its grasp on America. His chinos are unbuttoned under his linen shirt and he enjoys the slight breeze on his belly as he waits for Letty to suggest an unobjectionable alternative to digging a grave. He has lots of experience bringing people around to his way of thinking by laying out the pieces of an argument, without actually making it, and waiting for them to fill in the blank.

“We’ll take him to the Chapel,” she says.  

“Good Girl,” he tells her and gets a look that could cut diamonds. He allows it to slice him and clears his throat. 

When they get there, he signals for her to stand back to let him check the Chapel out first. He is, after all, a gentleman. He tries the arched doors, half hoping they’re locked, but they aren’t. He walks in and immediately has to cover his nose with his linen shirt to protect himself from the stench. On a raised platform, at the end of the room, he makes out four sets of dead feet. Two are child-sized. 

He opens the windows with the arched frames as he makes his way down the room, but this makes no discernible difference to the air quality. He gets close enough to see that it is a dead family on the platform and that they had likely died there in each other’s arms. He feels himself gag and runs to the kitchenette at the side of the room just in time to throw up in the sink. 

He hears the door creak open.

“Don’t come in, Letitia. Stay out there. You don’t need to see this. Go on out, now. Go. You can’t un-see stuff,” he says and stares at her blinking unblemished young face until she backs up out the door with her fetching blouse pulled over her nose. He goes to the washroom beside the kitchenette in search of paper towel. In there, he notices a vault door and tries the handle. It opens on to an empty space where he can lay the body. He goes outside to tell Letty and finds her in the RV sitting cross-legged beside Desi, who is still wrapped in the pink towel with the orange “Howdy” script.

“Don’t torture yourself,” he says. “That’s not him anymore.” She looks up at him, but makes no move. “Get out of the way, Darlin’. Let me at him. I found a good spot where animals won’t get him. You stay here, okay?”  

She doesn’t answer, but lets him move past her to the body. He does his best not to grunt as he positions Desi over his shoulder. The boy’s legs knock against her as he backs out of the RV and he steals a look at her face as he steps, gingerly, down and out. Her hands are holding onto her knees with a fierce tension as she concentrates on the spot where Desi was. He leaves her be and, boosting poor Desi over his sore shoulder, carries him to the vault off the washroom in the Oakwood Cemetery Chapel.  

He props Desi up so that he is sitting against the wall and sees fit to say a few words over the body. 

“God, if you exist, please take care of this young man in whatever heaven is. Like that poor family laying out there, he did not want to continue on in this broken, violent world. I expect that he opted to end his life while his sweetest memories could still be readily called to mind. He was fortunate to know true love here on Earth and will be deeply missed by his girlfriend, Letitia... and his loud cat, Babycakes. I’ll take care of them as best I can and will try not to hold their tiresome personalities against them too much.” He stares at the shape of Desi in his Howdy beach towel shroud, takes a deep breath of death-smell air and holds it a few reverent moments before letting it come out slow. Since he’s at it, he thinks to mark this milestone with a further, perhaps-useless prayer. 

“Lord of all that is, as you well know — if you exist — I don’t know how long I can hold out here, but I want to see what else is in
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