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            ENTER THE MAYFIELDS

          

        

      

    

    
      The fallen cedar made her sad. It had not died from some invasive beetle. The ground had just given it up in its prime. The exposed network of roots shot out into the morning air shocked, killed for doing only what nature asked of them. For some reason she couldn’t get it out of her mind. With so much going on, it didn’t warrant such grief, but the way it lie, long and straight yet broken amongst the weedy rocks, garnered an authentic tear down her cheek. Maybe it was because the branches were still full of green, the bark a rich brown. If the other trees would just help it back up all would be right again. They didn’t bother though, just lorded over their fallen brother ready to watch him decompose.

      Misty Mayfield was directly across from the murder scene on the other side of the road, sitting precariously on a cracked plastic crate. The smoke from a struggling fire stung her eyes and obscured the view of the cedar, but it was wormed into her brain by then, almost two weeks since they had pulled over to set up camp and await the execution. Misty was halfway through the awkward age of sixteen, unnaturally tall like her brother and gangly, full of freckles and bereft of grace. Her restless big brother Ulysses (the family called him Uly, which he wasn’t too fond of as he preferred Grant, his middle name, as did most boys who were saddled with the pairing) had marched to the borderline with their father Barrel Billy in tow to get their number in the queue for crossing over to the south. Misty didn’t know how close they were to the border, but there were throes of people with their furniture strapped to rusty flatbed trucks piled up in as far as she could see. Dirty children ran up and down the cracked blacktop kicking deflated balls. Older boys tried to conduct a primitive cricket game with a stolen broom. There were arguments at night, and gunshots pierced the black to settle them, or just fired blind to keep the wolves hidden in the trees at bay. Misty’s mother Martha never took her hand off the family shotgun while the men were away. It was a lawless stretch of road and Martha knew idle hands were the devil’s playground. Misty wondered how people who were disenfranchised, transient creatures could have an endless supply of liquor. It seemed there were those breaking bottles on the pavement with a hoot and holler from first light on, not even considering they would eventually have to drive their bald tires over the glass.

      Barrel Billy and Uly had been gone two full days. Mother and daughter rarely moved from their vigil around the wet wood, refusing to truly burn unless it was to climb into the cab of the army tank-sized 3000-kilo truck to lock the doors when it got dark and the evil danced. Neither ate from the tasteless cans or sleeves of stale biscuits. Martha would scan the dark view out of the cracked windshield, hand inched ever closer to the trigger as the hours passed slow. Misty kept track of those twitchy fingers, and dread blossomed in her core. The whole thing could have been an elaborate trap, lure the best men to the border with promises of free travel, then execute them for treason. Misty had read in a forgotten book she found at a dead woman’s house about how the Union army would lure Indian chiefs to the fort to talk of peace only to execute them. When more came to inquire, the army would ask them to come in also, they would organize a search party to help locate the missing chiefs. Another round of executions. On and on and on. It was no wonder the Native Nations had finally risen up to send the whites packing with their tails between their legs. She hoped her father could sniff out such a deception. He was never the quickest on the draw, but his aim was true. Uly would see it coming for sure. He was skeptical even if he hoped beyond hope it was all true. He despised the cold, for reasons none of the Mayfields could remember. He had his mind set on working in the gulf on an oil rig, surrounded by grey saltwater. The rest of them would settle somewhere on the coast, stand on the shiny beach and watch Uly work from afar. Misty had never felt sand between her toes, seen it shift under them with the waves. There was so much she was ready to wash away.

      Before dawn Misty screamed from the explosion of a shotgun blast just outside of the cab. She had drifted off but hated trying to sleep on the bench seat. The tired cloth was itchy and smelt of pipe tobacco and grease. For most of the hours, they sat leaned into each other recounting the few happy memories they shared. Making gingerbread ornaments to hang on the plastic tree, their late dog Peaches carefully pilfering them one at a time so as not to tip it all over or be otherwise found out. They giggled over the summer Barrel Billy had brought home a kiddie pool that Misty and Uly about lived in until Billy ran over it because he heard there were some stevedore jobs going fast at the Port of Detroit. Misty always needed to talk because as soon as Martha locked the doors she felt the urge to urinate, even if she had squatted behind the rear bumper right before they climbed in. Martha had fired a round straight into the air but had brought the smoking hole back down with her as she pumped in a new shell. It seemed the neighbors had also noticed the lack of men folk in their camp and had become brave enough to rifle through the Mayfield’s belongings strapped snug to the bed of the pickup Barrel Billy had traded their fabled old gunship Mackinaw wagon for.

      “That’s the only warning you will get,” Martha shouted into the dim light. There was a sound of scampering away, even the faintness of hyena laughter hinting the transgressors would be back. Bolder. With more devious malice on their minds. Misty was shook. All the sunny dreams Uly had put in her head were melting down the wall, exposing true horrors that were always there. They should have stayed put where they were safe, at least until they died from the toxic air or the water or some other poison of ignorant man. Who were they to hope and plan for some better life? They were taught from an early age to make the most of what you had because it could always be worse. Should have been on the one-jack bill, it could always be worse. Just like you didn’t jinx the unborn painting a nursery or buying gifts. Bad was always peeping around the corner and there was always a corner.

      And then, as if from some storybook British play, when the inescapable fate is sidestepped with aplomb, father and brother approached with the rising sun. They strode side by side swiftly down the middle of the road, the faded yellow line their only guide. They may have walked right past if Misty had not ran up with flailing limbs of glee to greet them. Uly smiled and showed her a big brown paper bag, giving a detailed explanation of its contents she could not hear due to the high-pitched ringing in her ears from the blast. Martha not far behind embraced Barrel Billy tight, her face buried in his broad chest as she gratefully handed over the shotgun. They were all together again and their grand scheme was back on the rails. Misty felt she could smell the ocean again while more than a few pairs of low eyes watched their reunion with disappointment.

      Slowly through that day of relief, Misty regained some semblance of hearing. It was like putting together a jigsaw puzzle when all the pieces are blue sky. She could make out what her family was saying but they sounded far away. Even though she could see them right in front of her it made her anxious, as if there was a void she could not traverse. Inside the paper bag had been all kinds of snacks, candies and fizzy drinks. Misty had never seen the bold-colored brands before or the wonders of taste that lay inside the flimsy plastic wrappers. She ate her first pork rind and washed it down with a green soda called Buster’s that tasted like a grapefruit dipped in sugar. A nice fresh grapefruit, not the old, bruised ones her mom would bring home as if they were a prize. She could have guzzled the entire liter herself, but it was only fair to pass the bottle around, follow the hobo code.

      Uly took the bottle from her and let the carbonation tickle the inside of his long neck. “There’s nothing to sign up for. There aren’t any numbers to get. It’s just gonna be wide open on the fourth. I suppose people will just pull out and get in line. We gotta stop at Benny’s though, Dad, tell ‘em. Misty has got to see Benny’s.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see how crazy it gets. Don’t know about sightseeing. Main thing is just getting across.” Barrel Billy took the bottle from Uly. Unscrewed a flask he pulled from somewhere, took a deep slug and washed it down with the Buster’s. Martha still clung tight to his arm, and he held the flask up to her lips so she wouldn’t have to let go. Neither wanted that.

      Misty grinned at Uly’s enthusiasm, it fed her soul richly. “Oh, you will love it, kid! It’s huge. Rows and rows of everything you can imagine. They got about 50 kinds of jerky. Heck, I didn’t even know they could make meat out of some of the animals they have. A long line of nothing but ice creams. Every Brit mag there is. Radios to roasted nuts. About anything you could print flags on. Northern and Southern. Probably should of bought some of that seeing as it’s all going up in flames. Collector items or something.”

      “They have Slappin’?” Misty yelled as she couldn’t hear the volume of her voice. She was instantly enthralled with the magic castle.

      “Didn’t you look in the bottom of the bag?”

      Misty’s mouth dropped open as she bounded over to the other side of the fire. She stuck a freckled arm shoulder-deep down inside, and sure enough she felt the gloss of a magazine. She laughed with glee as she pulled it out. It was the latest issue! She couldn’t remember ever seeing one that wasn’t a few months old. Her eyes gobbled up the cover, a famous young British couple on bicycles smiling as they rode past walls of groovy London graffiti. She recognized the perfect people instantly but was not sure they actually existed in the world, her world. Their trendy billowy clothes flowed in the snapshot of wind, magically eluding the gears and chains of the bikes while giving the illusion of speed and flight. The colors were so bright they almost hurt her eyes. England seems such a saturated world, deep and thick. A place that would make you sick as if eating too much candy. She had to look up and blink a couple of times, let the washed greens and browns that surrounded her re-center reality. Misty went to the truck to slide the magazine carefully in the slot behind the seat, protecting the power couple with the too-white teeth from creases or tears. She had a feeling there would be a greater need to escape from what she saw from the windows at a later date.

      With the men back at the camp, Martha and Misty went right to sleep before the sun had a chance to drop behind the filter of deciduous foothills. The sooner they fell asleep, the sooner it would be July 3rd, and that would mean packing up and pulling onto the road for the eventual crossing on Independence Day when the two countries would become one again after 100 years. It meant eating a big breakfast of oatmeal and filling up the gas tank to the brim from the fuel cans they had hidden under their assorted belongings. Billy figured they were about ten kilometers from the border, but it would probably take hours and hours to get there swimming through all the chaos him and Uly had seen. There were activists that had tried barricading the road with all manner of junk, stacks of burning tires or a random lane-wide board full of nails, or even themselves lying in sleeping bags on the pavement like roadkill. There were even wires tied taunt across the pavement that would take your head off if you weren’t paying attention. They yelled and screamed at those who were good and ready to roll to the other side, leave generations of ghosts behind. The protesters were those from nowhere and everywhere, a drowning man in every Sargasso sea trying to drag you down instead of letting you lift them up. Barrel Billy was gearing up for a tribulation of writhing, pushing, and pulling. A gnashing of teeth a great deal of the migrants failed to possess. A final test of resolve through an ink-black quagmire before the hold was broken forever.
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      He had been sitting in the loo so long his legs were falling asleep. But it was his escape, and he was determined to use as much of his break as he could sitting there, reading the messages and drawings scrawled crudely over the walls. He had seen most of them many times over but still felt he could interpret some new pattern, a greater meaning if he concentrated hard enough. That bathroom stall held the spirit of two nations, a nexus to a changing world. One could feel an invisible pulse while evacuating their bowels, it was a symbolic cleansing that still felt dirty. There was a torrent of hate to be witnessed, but also a love: of sex, drugs, tawdry humor. Sin had his favorites he would use as a center point before branching out to the words or doodles that best mirrored his mood of the day. The stall was tight for his big frame and wiping with the cheap thin paper was a feat of flexibility he could never quite master. The dispenser was on the wrong side and got in the way, another inconvenience for the left-handed in a right-handed world. Was the world right? His surprisingly inquisitive mind pondered such things. Soon the border would cease to exist in any real sense and with it, his job.

      Sergeant Sinclair Beartooth was a border patrol officer for The Southern, which consisted mostly of watching the seasons change and shooting the shit with the Norther agents at Benny’s over bottomless coffee and pastries. Benny’s Border Petrol was the little Switzerland of the two countries, a neutral zone created before any of the officers (or their fathers or their father’s fathers) had been born. Brave folks could cross, in theory. You had to have a stack of papers stamped and signed in all the right places…from both sides of the table. Sin remembered sitting in the academy classroom trying to stay awake as the instructor went over all the requirements, the flow charts longer than the Mississippi. Those rules and regulations were just for The Southern. There was just as many if not more for The Northern and it seemed every year they tried to outdo each other by adding another stipulation that would instantly deny an applicant. “The greatest resource of a country was its people” both nations tended to believe and they were frightened to death that their resources would scoot through a cracked door if given a real chance to. It made his job pretty damn easy though so who could complain. They were all given the supreme order to shoot on sight anyone trying to sneak across to The Northern. Sin had shot a few times but never with intent to actually hit the target. He didn’t want that kind of blood on his hands. He figured if people were that desperate to try a crossing, then godspeed. If they made it, he would never see them again. If they tried to come back, well you were never ordered to shoot at those coming to your side of the table. The Southern welcomed all with open arms. It meant one more to work the fields, the factories. The Northern agents for the most part shared his attitude, but there were always a few bastards in every lot who jumped at the chance to pick off a runner picking their way over the razor wire, had some arbitrary number of kills as one of their goals for the promotion board. Those were the guys that never sat around Benny’s eating and laughing. They had their eyes trained on the tree line, waiting for the big lights to come on or the sound of the German Shepherds barking sharp. Took their jobs too damn seriously, but Sinclair figured that was true in about any profession. Problem was, in the borderland, it meant death.

      Sin walked gingerly back out into the shiny color orgy of Benny’s proper, getting the blood back into his feet. The regular crew was sitting in a plastic booth by the far corner window, nursing whatever allowable vice they favored most.

      “Cheers, Sinbo, you rub one out proper in there?” It was his buddy Tin Tin, a fellow Southern agent, rail-thin with big teeth and an even bigger voice. Those in The Southern half of Benny’s all turned to find the source of the too-loud, off-color remark. The place was packed, families and transients alike lost in the aisles while stealing glances out the windows across the store at The Northern, their future.

      “No, I got on the tele with your mum. Her number is quite prominent in the stall. She says her tongue can do everything described in such sordid detail, but I’m skeptical.”

      “That’s not funny, mate.”

      “I know. She made me blush with what she was offering. Nothing funny about it. Possibly illegal.”

      “My mum’s dead.” Tin Tin’s words were swollen with genuine hurt. Anyone else would have fallen for it and fallen over themselves to apologize.

      “Now that you mention it, it might have been her ghost. Cletus did report he buggered her to death last night, or were you telling tales, Cletus?” Sin slipped into the booth next to a cloudy mix of a Cherokee and African Norther agent with a wiry build and even more wiry hair. He would entertain anyone who would listen his family history and how he found himself in The Northern. It was a romantic tale from during the great war featuring a runaway slave and a Cherokee princess. Their harrowing journey from the low mountains of Georgia to the coast of Maine, the only place they would be left unmolested to start a family and grab onto their chance at a fleeting happiness. Along came generations trading the hot flat fields for smooth rock beaches and mending nets during punishing winters. Learning to make a cruel mistress of the moody North Atlantic while providing for hungry snapping turtle mouths. Cletus was a Norther with Souther blood, the poster child for the great migration that was amassing at the border. Under questioning he had not revealed if he was going to cross back to dig up the roots of his history or stay put and leave them undisturbed. If anything he would tell you the cold saltwater ran in his veins and Maine was as much a home as he would ever need. What he was doing down in the Virginia frontier on the frontlines of Hades was yet unexplained.

      “Funny thing about last night. I was doing all I could to satisfy that woman but she kept screaming out Tin Tin’s name. By the time the sun was rising, I just gave up and came here for a biscuit.” Cletus raised his eyebrows as if it was all gospel and took a sip of his tea.

      Tin Tin laughed, but a little part of him still held onto that concept of team and Cletus played for the other side. Amicable or not, he couldn’t stand for it. “When they drop the wall, you come over to The Southern, ya half-breed mouth breather, and I’ll give you a good buggering, count on that.” There was too much venom dripping from the words. The jovial camaraderie of the morning had been destroyed. Sinclair knew all too well it was a fragile egg they all held, didn’t take much to see it broken on the floor. Cletus motioned to Sinclair to let him up and waved a goodbye without saying another word. He whistled something classical as he headed back to The Northern end. The agents were allowed to move freely through the narrow turnstile gate at the center of Benny’s as long there wasn’t any ruckus. Tin Tin stared through the back of Cletus’ head as he waited to be buzzed through.

      “And stay over there.” Tin Tin muttered. Sin shook his head. The border could open but hearts would be forever closed.

      “Calm your tits, buddy, he was just taking the piss outta ya. That Cletus is good people. A rarity these days, especially in these parts.”

      “Took it too far. I have to uphold my mum’s honor.”

      “Well, I started it. So take it out on me if you gotta.” They both knew that would never happen. There were a lot of years of almost good and very bad between them.

      “You think any more about the plan?” Sinclair sighed as Tin Tin was steering the discuss bus right back onto the same singular road he had been traveling on ever since the news the truce was going to be honored came down. It was touch and go there for a year or so but both sides were tired. The kind of tired a nightmare you can’t shake through a wet sheet night would give you. Of course, when you had the two countries becoming one, you had twice as much bureaucracy to slice through, redundancies to identify and battle over: Which second assistant to the Under Secretary of Maritime Trade would lose their job? Some forethought could have laid out a solid plan a decade ago, but humanity never seemed to hold its future in much regard. Bickering and threats left both sides scrambling and the whole event was just being lubed up with snake oil to slide down the drain of reactionary politics. The only thing that had not been tampered with was the date. To delay that would have been the tipping point. Without the hardness of the anniversary and the words on sacred paper to cement it all, the event would have ceased to be real.

      
        
        July 4th. 1976.

        

        “If on that day, two centuries from its original birth and exactly one century from its severance, if the good lord finds the people worthy of discarding their differences and again coming together to form a great nation under his watchful eye, the states shall again be united, in spirit, in government, in another fervent experiment in the inherent solemn freedom dictated by democracy.”

      

      

      “Yeah, I’ve thought about the plan.”

      “And?” Tin Tin dropped ten grams of sugar into his perpetual cup of coffee.

      “And…you are making a lot of assumptions.”

      Tin Tin kicked his spurs into the caffeine pony to defend himself. He seemed to always be defending. “It’s just common sense, Sin. Once the wall drops, all hell is gonna break loose. We get out far and away from the fray. Then as we are getting settled…”

      “In Alaska?”

      “Yes! In Alaska. We’ve been through this.”

      “It’s the Ruskies up there. They don’t let a lot of people in there from this side of the coin.”

      “Bloody hell, Sin. You know my brother is there, been there ten years. Those drunk cunts are hanging on by a thread. Last time I talked to him he hadn’t even seen a Russian soldier since winter started. It’s wild up there. Unspoiled. You can get land cheap, build a castle. He says there is so much to kill and eat the game walk right up to you begging for a plate to sit on.”

      “Your brother likes to exaggerate. You told me that yourself.”

      “When did I ever…”

      “Remember when he said he had gotten married twice the same weekend in San Fran? That they were Japanese sister princesses and they fought over him to the death with cricket bats on top of a skyscraper that their dad owned?”

      “And?”

      “Their dad was the emperor of Japan?”

      “Harold has always had a way with fancy women, Sin.”

      “If a fancy woman is a wide-ass Eskimo pissing on his back to keep him warm in the igloo during the ten-month winter then, yeah, he has a way. I’m getting another donut before we have to hit the fence.”

      Tin Tin wanted to continue the argument but kept his mouth in check. They had plenty of time the next couple of days to hash out the details. Things would be dead quiet down the line. You would have to be one dumb cunt to try and cross the border when it was going to cease to exist in 48 hours. He knew Sinclair would see the light when they handed over their badges and got their last paychecks. Getting as far away as physically possible would be rather attractive. He fell back into his daydream of the wild west, the long horizon over the open country, bald ragged mountains always too far to seem real until you were having to climb the crowded pine switchbacks. The city-states and territories past Missouri were calling, pit stops not unlike Benny’s but border and nation free, steppingstones to adventure, real change instead of more of the same the idiots lining up and down the highway in tent towns were in store for. Running from one trap to another. Mice in a one-tunnel maze where there was never going to be any cheese.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NEW MORNING FOR MIKE AND MIKE

          

        

      

    

    
      He was so glad they hadn’t gone with the goof-ass plan of dressing him up in drag. Standing there waffling, trying to decide which bathroom to go into would have been not only suspicious but ridiculous. As it was, he didn’t have a lot of time to spare, almost running over a giant border agent with the name “Beartooth” pinned to a wide chest as he scrambled into the farthest stall to let it fly before his pants got to his ankles. He was lactose intolerant but didn’t know what that meant. They had got hold of some goat milk right off the teat while camped around the bible thumpers and it seemed worth the trade at the time. A green apple high-step mile later, he was miserable as everything and more came out of him with ill intent than had seemed to gone in. He looked at the scribble-filled walls – people were the absolute worst, he thought – and the gas station bathroom was the basest of all human thought. He was assaulted by most every gay-bashing term he had ever encountered while encountering a few new ones. The crooked words lent themselves to his theory that every man was at minimum half-gay. It was our nature to overcompensate and rail against feelings we cannot reconcile. Heck, he thought everybody was a polyamorous bisexual when it came down to it. Deep down we all wanted to penetrate and be penetrated, pulled to the magnets inside. Preserving procreation was the driving force of The Southern religion and thus drew the boundaries of society. It was why him and Mike were heading north, where their forbidden relationship was not seen as anything but two people making each other happy. Mikey Monroe would go to the moon with Michael Davenport if it meant they could hold hands as they strolled the farmers’ market in one-sixth gravity looking at the pretty rocks. “They all look the same…” he would whisper to Mike, who would shush him while holding back a giggle. He didn’t think there were many bright lines of summer produce where they were actually heading either but walking free sure sounded nice. New York still had plenty of places to get lost and become one in a shared experience. There was art in its many forms, the fruits of suffering, which provided plenty of juice.

      “Mikey…you in here?” A mischievous half-whisper was the low timbre of his better half.

      “If what you are thinking is what you are thinking, not the time to think it.”

      “Well damn. You ok?” Michael Davenport couldn’t help but give himself a once over in the embattled mirror. His torso was an upside-down triangle that would produce a wolf whistle from his namesake Michelangelo. Perfect genes filling out perfect jeans.

      “No. I am not ok. Please exit the premises. Don’t want you to hear me like this.” Mikey was clinging to a last gasp of modesty.

      “Alright, buddy. Give ‘em hell. I’m going to get one of those frozen peachy drinks.” Mike put short, manicured nails through long, feathered hair and admired the man he saw about to walk out of the bathroom. It was easy to ooze self-confidence when you were a 29-year-old Adonis, but Mike had left any doubt he may have had in the womb. He would have been the belle of the ball in the Old Southern, the debutants swooning over any crooked grin directed in the general vicinity of their quickening heartbeats. A man the patriarchy would make sure was in a crisp well-appointed uniform but too pretty to send into harm’s way. An administrator with nothing to administrate other than the securing of wartime funds for the glory of the Confederacy. Instead, it was 1976 and he was left to his own civilian devices. His parents had walked the same path as he, the fortunate wispy bricks of young beauty and vigor. A blessing transformed into a curse when they realized too late that once their good looks faded there was no backup plan other than the bottom of a bottle. Family money dried up as the booze-soaked through, toppling their house of cards. Mike was most likely headed for the same fate if not worse, selling his body to a soundtrack of odious grunts in dark, cigar-smoke-laden wine cellars.

      Then came Mikey.

      Mikey Monroe was a walking contradiction like most, a fragile survivor. He had learned early on as a runt toddler pushed down into the red Georgia clay by always bigger peers that he would have to be the one who always got back up, brushed themselves off and carried on with life. His mother fawned over him, her only child and love. They would play dress up together, lie in the same bed and talk till the moon grew tired hanging over the silent hills. While other kids were playing sports or cruising the six-block main drag, Mikey was sweeping up hair in the only salon. By the time he graduated from high school, the one-man clean-up crew had become one of the best kept secrets in town. All the ladies lined up for Mikey’s services. His cuts were twinged with the scandalous Northern coastal trends. He could transform a fleshy spotty face into a London starlet. He admitted to owing it all to his mother’s tutelage when he stood in a warm spring rain next to her lowering casket. She had looked amazing for the service, so far from death. He grew ever so subtly into a slight man who swallowed his bitterness with a twinkle in the eye that if it caught you right, you were hooked. It was an unexpected charm that could have a devastating effect coming from such a source.

      Mike and Mike had known of each other for years, both filled with too much trepidation to make an inroad to a relationship. Their reasons were different but the result left their souls unsettled, fighting against an inevitable current that led to sandy shores. Then fate in its bastion of unlikely encounters found them at the very graveyard where their mothers rested after cold hard lives. There was no one else around, living anyway, to sabotage their honest exchange of pleasantries. They spoke of loss and the coffins above the ground they were both shoved into. They had more in common than any two people in the county, possibly in all The Southern. Over coffee and pie, they dismantled the walls they had built to fit in a small town they could not identify with. Neither one of them brought up the great migration and yet they were both packed and ready to head north the same day. Mike had just known to pull up outside the salon as Mikey was locking the forever door. It was the unsaid notions that seemed strongest and true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CARLYLE CALHOUN AND THE UNSUNG SONG

          

        

      

    

    
      Gnarled limbs reached out in every direction to tickle infinity. It was a too hot too soon summer morning, mist mixed with new sweat over the old salt felt crunchy on the neck and arms. He walked under the mossy branches following the sound.  Futile designs, fatal plans were being regretted over a force of notes never before witnessed. People were either ignoring it as an unnatural lament from a soon-to-be-forgotten secret or stood hunched over the tapping of a foot that was tasting a wiggle for the first time. He needed to see the man sing the song, see how his tongue clicked and how his chipped fingernails danced light through the chords. He knew nothing more than the man’s name, which was scrawled with shoe polish under the strings.

      
        
        PEANUT

      

      

      Was a bit smeared in places from where the hand got to strumming with sorrowful fervor. The strings held on knowing they were the last of their kind. The man wore stiff overalls that were most likely stolen from a fresh burial plot. The whites of his eyes were too bright, his heartbeat too dim. His body was lean and twitched with the beat he drove with the stomp of a boot that had a hollow cut out of the heel for a little well-earned money. Peanut couldn’t tell you where the music came from, the design was beyond him. He just knew it his whole life as it grew with him to become its own sentient being full of sex and drinking and the sharp blur of a knife. Tempting demons or a woman’s hips, all those things that taint the souls of man. Then the magic stopped. Peanut kept playing and his mouth fought, still forming the words but nothing could be heard. He looked around, no one but him seemed to notice. He tried to scream but it amounted to more silence. Harder. He screamed harder…

      “Whoa, mate, chill. You musta had a nightmare.”

      He was in a mail truck. He had been asleep on a pile of boxes and letters that had no better chance of reaching their destination than he did. Carlyle Calhoun relished the nomad life. As a naïve boy, he had jumped on a train as soon as he could pull himself into a car just to see where it would go. Thirteen kilometers later, a bull had spotted him, leading to a jump, tumble and long walk home stretching the yarns of far-reaching dreams. He had proclaimed himself (to only himself) to be the first troubadour to share an intoxicating sound to two halves of a plate being glued back together. Would it hold?

      The very possible grand delusion had wholeheartedly concluded that if Carlyle Calhoun got to the Angel Tree in Charleston where Peanut had performed songs never heard before or since, especially not up in Minnesota where Carlyle was obsessed with recreating what was maybe no more than pure fiction, the country’s bond would surely solidify. He had read about Peanut from a book that was half hidden in his father’s desk drawer under a random black chess pawn and a seven of spades.  It was a small, meticulously hand-written diary of a British sailor who was an able seaman on the HMS Drake. What the man saw during the Atlantic crossing or the arrival of hundreds of former slaves to their origin continent yes but country not yet their own was interesting but of no importance to a young hungry Carlyle.

      What grabbed him was the sailor’s description of Peanut and the song he heard Peanut wail into the peeking, mocking blue sky sitting cross-legged under low heavy branches. He did not mention a single lyric but described how the music made him feel, sad and aroused at the same time. It felt devilish but inviting, as only the devil would do. The sailor had tried to describe it to his shipmates but was dismissed. They were on a thankless mission to clean up the mess their colonist stepchildren had made and had no time for observance. He searched the ship hopeful to find Peanut and even hung around the Port of Monrovia searching harder with his ears than his eyes. Eventually his shore leave was exhausted, and he retreated back to the Drake for another run. The rhythm haunted the man’s restless sleep as he rocked in his hammock, perpetually being driven to follow the beat. Now that beat haunted Carlyle, a beat he had never heard.

      ‘This is the last stop. I’m not getting any closer to the border than this. You are walking into a hornet’s nest, mate.” The truck grinded slow to the side of a straight road cutting unabashed through an apprehensive forest.  Carlyle scrambled up from the correspondence and grabbed his guitar case.

      “You never played me a song on that thing.” The driver was a nice lonely man. He truly was disappointed. Was this wanderer related to Peanut? Did he have the talisman inside him ready to be unlocked? Carlyle had gotten to asking himself that about everyone he encountered. He was that thirsty.

      “I don’t know how to play it yet,” Carlyle confessed as he smiled and waved. It befuddled the truck driver, but he had seen stranger and would again.

      Carlyle didn’t have to walk long before he reached the back of the line. Folks were packed together tight, not leaving an inch for someone to squeeze in and cut past those who were still playing by the loosely defined communal rules. He strode confidently as if he had somewhere to go, passing a slew of new families every quarter kilometer marker dug in vertically until it was time to fold the tents and push off, leaving their trash in The Northern where it deserved to be. People glared at his case, at least those who even knew what it contained. There wasn’t a very high opinion of music with the battered refugees. Music was the playground of the rich where ladies in silk and men in starched suits sat in the parlor after dinner as a child prodigy tiptoed through a concerto over the latest political debates, how the Brits were sniffing around, encroaching from the north just enough to temporarily seize a township or two but not enough to provoke a war no one had the gumption to fight. Guitars themselves were foreign to most of the people caught staring into their campfires, burning sacrificial furniture as any fallen wood back in the dark trees had long ago been turned to ash. If he stopped to pull his instrument out of the case to blindly practice it would soon be wrestled away and tossed on hot embers, the chipped varnish whistling a high-pitched death throe of unrealized potential.

      In Europe the guitar was finally coming into its own, Spain being a hotbed of the development of the electric guitar and kids in England and France swaying to the sultry flamenco beats. Only in some local pockets of Africa had the generations passed down what would have been the blues. It was bent to an eclectic West African sound likely rendered unrecognizable to Peanut and his deep south forever ago. Still, Carlyle knew in his smoldering core he held the instrument of the gods and would pick it aimlessly, searching. A few times he thought he might have something, felt a hint of electricity in his fingertips when he would dance around a soulful chord but nothing stuck, he was as lost and desperate as the throes he walked past. Most would feel foolish carrying such an unwieldy tool thousands of kilometers, a tool that could provide no benefit, served no purpose.

      A six-string cross that was Carlyle’s alone to bear.

      All that mattered was taking it to The Angel Tree. A simple quest centered around carrying a key that fits one lock. Ultimate treasure awaited him at an ancient nexus, luscious and alive. There, only there the fire Prometheus must steal, of that he was vehemently convinced.

      “Hey, mister!” Carlyle considered ignoring the inquiry, keeping his eyes straight down the line even if he had no idea where he was going, what his end game was as there was nowhere for him to go until the border opened. Every step was a step he would have to backtrack. Yet, no matter the consequence, he couldn’t stop himself. His feet began to feel the vibrations from the south Atlantic coastline singing out. Take heed and listen they whispered up his frayed pant legs. The voices sounded innocent, safe. He was a sucker for the absence of malice, so he tuned into it. The source seemed to match the tree; two kindred mittens knitted with love for a soulmate not yet encountered.

      “Mister! Hey, mister!”

      Was it the pulse from afar he had suddenly noticed also in the calling out? There was something in the singsong of it, a backing chorus to help carry the message. Had a channel been unlocked to hasten his flow to destiny? His heart jumped at the serendipity rushing through. He turned to locate the voice, his chin pushed right, felt so very right, by an unseen force.

      “Hey.” She was a strawberry on the cusp of being ripe, not yet knowing how sweet once plucked from the vine. She was tall, full of youthful electricity and savage smiles. She must have sensed his kind soul, eyes that were looking too far ahead to entertain harm. “Are you going to Benny’s?” Misty took another tentative step out to the road towards him. A gentle forest nymph wanting badly to trust the soiled soul of humanity.

      “Who’s Benny?” he asked. He stopped walking and it bruised his psyche, the tether fell silent. Her striking green eyes unnerved him. Clouds swirled inside. As quickly as he had felt the presence of fate it dissipated. He wondered at the combinations, if the cute girl had a crucial future role or was there to only pass him along after providing some clever trial he must conquer.

      “I don’t know, but he’s got the biggest store you ever laid eyes on at the border!”

      “Is that a fact?”

      “Well, so says my brother Uly, and he has never been one to exaggerate.”

      “You’ve never been there?”

      “No, but I would sure love to. Get lost in there for a while.”

      “They should put you on a billboard. ‘Come get lost in Benny’s.’ With your pretty, freckly mug winking at the world, larger than life.”

      Misty put a hand on her cheek, she was self-conscious of her freckles even if the pigment stars framed her universe perfectly. Suddenly the guitar case felt heavy in Carlyle’s hand. Like it needed a respite. Maybe it was the weight of guilt for offending such innocence. He set it on the pavement between the wide stance of his bowlegs. The case could have been a horse itching for a feedbag after a race across the plains or a broom for a warlock to dismount after buzzing the chimney tops terrifying Puritan villagers.

      Carlyle reached his hand under her elbow without thinking and felt a warm soft bend of skin before the ravages of age and use transforms it into a calloused hinge of flesh. “Sorry, I wasn’t making fun of your freckles.” He looked at her face and she felt it. “I think they are beautiful. Gives your face character and character is a rare commodity.”

      Misty blushed and lowered her hand. She did not flinch at his touch even if it was the first man to lay a hand on her other than her dad, brother or the family doctor who smelled of sardines and always talked like he had just burnt his tongue. “It’s ok. I hate ‘em, but Mum says they are a man lure. Of course, she also says most all men are bad men.”

      “She is not wrong.”

      “Are you a bad man, mister?” There was a sticky layer of flirtation poured over the question that took Carlyle by surprise. A pump of adrenaline informed an acute awareness that he was in a primal sense interacting with a strange, alluring female of questionable age, and all that entailed. The back stretched straighter, unconsciously squeezed the guitar case with his calves. He looked over Misty’s shoulder as he considered the question. Was he being watched? Could be a trap. What he didn’t need was a mob chasing him to the border after an anonymous accusation of buggering.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Mum says you should never answer a question with a question.”

      Carlyle repositioned that mischievous hand from her elbow for a friendly shake. “Well, then I’ll go first. My name is Carlyle. Carlyle Calhoun. I’m from up Minnesota way.”

      “I’m Misty. Misty Mayfield. We’re from around Detroit way.” They shook hands, but Misty didn’t let go after the customary allotted time. In fact, she squeezed just a little tighter and pulled Carlyle closer by half a step. She didn’t know herself where the boldness was suddenly emanating from, much less how to control it. “Now, Carlyle Calhoun, are you?”

      Carlyle felt a bit frightened, the mind raced…was he in real danger from this girl? He began to recount the many woeful tales woven with that very thread to strengthen his resolve just in case. “Am I what?”

      Misty eyed him with a curled lip that failed to reveal intent, good or bad. “A bad man?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PECULIAR METHODS OF THE AMAZING LADY LOTUS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shoes, off.”

      “Socks, off.”

      Two booming orders greeted Maynard Abercrombie as he stepped heavy into the trailer, virtually blind as his eyes adjusted to the dimness inside. Once barefoot and seated he couldn’t quite put a finger on what shade of green the fold-out Formica table was. He had seen the color before, staring down the pitch the only time he had played a cricket match in Mumbai, almost fifteen years ago when he was reaching his short peak. The heat that morning was beyond intense and the grass seemed to sway without a breeze. He never forgot that vexing motion, as if the sea had become one with the soil. By the time Maynard Abercrombie climbed back out of his remembrance, the further sordid details of his short stop in India (such spice, such color in the recesses of flesh), the table was filled with tarot cards laid out straight and neat by crooked, deft fingers peppered with exotic stone rings. He had no idea what any of it meant and the skeptic inside who had poo-pooed the idea of even walking into the trailer assumed the fortune teller didn’t either. He felt what could only be described as an electrical shock as she placed her cold feet over his.

      “Did you win?”

      “What?”

      “The match. In India. I feel it stayed with you, grafted onto your soul. Why? Maybe it wasn’t the matches, maybe extracurriculars? I can see your career in that arena has been long and distinguished.”

      Maynard’s neck hair tingled. How did she? “How did you know that? Are you a cricket fanatic or something?”

      “It’s ok, Mr. Abercrombie. I know you didn’t win. I know your team was embarrassed that day and the next two, had dissolved by the time you arrived back in London. I know you have tried to resurrect your career many times since but have failed to find the magic you once held in your willow.”

      “Damn, woman. You either are the real deal or really read the sports page. Of numerous cities and countries.”

      “I assure you, I am what you call ‘the real deal.’ Now, shall we move on from the past and onto what the future holds? We have much to discuss as you traverse up into The Northern.” The extravagance of Lady Lotus’s fingers extended on throughout her persona. Her hair never seemed to end as it cascaded down a wide wooden chair upholstered with velvet. Her eyes reached wide over high cheekbones to nestle ears that cradled the vast real estate of her pointed head. Standing, she may have threatened two meters tall with flamingo legs and spindly arms that could wrap around both of her daughters at once. There was no sign of a husband or father of the girls, and they never bothered to ask. She was just as likely to have found them, stolen them, or birthed them through a sheer force of will. No one knew her age. Seen through the weak dappled sunlight that made it into her sanctum, she could look either 18 or 80 depending on how she angled herself as she studied the ancient gypsy arts. Children that glimpsed her were accosted by nightmares, vulnerable broken-hearted men who visited her for truths could come away charmed with an overwhelming beauty. She never stayed in one place long enough to fall prey to mob mentalities. When the patch of field where her trailer had been stationed was revealed brown and lifeless the morning Lady Lotus up and disappeared, the folks who had enlisted her services would all describe her differently but would be unanimous in one detail. She was as accurate as an arrow to Achilles’ heel.

      Maynard stumbled out into the daylight after his reading had been concluded, shoes in hand. From what Lady Lotus had cared to share there was a lot of good and some rather murky bad ahead, an improvement of his life thus far. At least he would know what the bowler was chucking his way. Lady Lotus was sure to remind him that a fortune is reliant on butterfly wings and can easily shift on a variant wind. That a grand sacrifice may be asked in return for his mysterious providence. She had to give herself an out, he knew that, even if he would never see her again. It gave him solace to know that she had a conscience. She was delivering a truth that she witnessed in the hermit, the tower, the chariot, the fool. Her heavy presence aligned with her accuracy of his past made him a convert, at least until the first googly spun in on his hands. He saw the word had gotten out Lady Lotus was camped amongst the waiting horde of voluntary refugees. A line stretched dozens fold into the woods waiting to hear their fortune on the other side. If Lady Lotus performed her demonic duties non-stop until the border fell there would still be those left unknowing. She had the forethought to surmise that this would be a place and time people would be thirsty to hear their fate. A goldmine of destinies to be harvested if she could only possess the stamina it required.

      “Fix Mother a tea and biscuits before the next reading, sister. She must keep up her strength.” Athena, the eldest who ran the trailer like the small window business opportunity it was, had been ordering around Penelope, a doe-eyed creature simple in her thoughts but deep in emotion, since they had shoved worn wooden blocks behind the tires.

      “She said no interruptions until dusk, Athena. You heard her just as clearly as I did. You want to go in and disobey, be my guest.” The two sisters sat at a table outside the trailer collecting the fees and keeping the line orderly, a six-shooter in between them. They were both well-versed in its use and not afraid to point it at a potential thief or troublemaker, spinning the cylinder periodically so potential targets could see it fully loaded. Penelope was perfectly content to sit in the sun and read Emily Bronte as her mom was inside distributing the voodoo, but Athena was always trying to micromanage the store and it was an annoyance to Penelope. If Mother wanted something, they would know. Words were never needed. The two sisters shared lavish black curls living their own chaotic lives atop their heads, but Penelope was a twinge darker, if in pigment only. A happy-go-lucky girl, her pursuits in life were exclusive to enjoyments, no matter how small. A rare book, the song of a thrush, toes dipped in a cold creek on a hot day. While Athena held aspirations for world domination through spilled blood, Penelope placed more value on a witty turn of phrase that made her giggle hours after she passed by the ink. Life was too short to always be hungry for more, she would tell Athena, taking solace in the little things was what fed the soul. Athena would respond by telling Penelope she would actually go hungry one day and that chasing bushy-tailed rabbits through the rose bushes would only result in the scratch of thorns. Their endless debate would pass the hours those few days outside the trailer while Lady Lotus dropped the veil of the unknown for a substantial fee that most could not afford to part with.

      Athena worried about her mother during that bruising stretch but not so much out of concern for her health but her own investment in the enterprise that kept them in bright-colored clothes and the better cuts of meat. Her mother had not said if they were going to cross to The Northern, only that their fortune lay in assisting those who were desperate or brave enough to uproot their lives. Would they fare better in one of the great Northern cities? Set up a permanent parlor on a bustling street catering to the old money that must know the price of steel in ten years or if a first-born son would grow out of his stutter in time for his first patriarch ball. Athena felt destined to flourish in a sprawling metropolis. Lady Lotus had off-handedly reinforced the notion, even if she refused to tell her daughters their fortune. Some archaic gypsy law, she hissed when they asked at an early age after they first deduced what mother did.

      Lady Lotus knew all too well what lay in store for her two little loves. Their roles in what was to transpire as they were drawn close to the tightly twisting doom core of the gathering storm.

      She whole-heartedly wished she did not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAYNARD ABERCROMBIE, MEET THE PROPHECY

          

        

      

    

    
      Maynard didn’t think anyone knew about the hidey hole he had found about a couple of kilometers back from the road. An eager beaver had created a perfect spot to take a bath and retain some semblance of humanity while waiting for the world to open up. It was a spot straight out of an idyllic fairy tale, the sound of cool rushing water above and below the clear blue pool. Even the stones comprising the bed were smooth and forgiving to his mistreated feet. Ferns and saplings crowded the far bank as the near one offered a meter-deep stretch of sand that he pondered on its source. Why would there be a sandy beach so far from the sea? Did some strange sort dump it here ages ago to create a sense of a beach vacation if the eyes were kept closed?

      Maynard had spirited away more than a few times since he had secured his place in the migration line and made sure he was never followed. He wouldn’t have minded a little female company in his lost paradise, but as of yet, he had failed to identify anything worth sharing the secret with. Most of the women looked taken, scared or haggard beyond their years, usually all three. He could have trekked up and down the line window-shopping until he happened upon something worth rubbing up against but it seemed like more work than what the thirty minutes of pleasure would be worth. He wasn’t a young bull anymore, didn’t need to dip his stick in everything that batted an eye his way. He was still an attractive, fit man even with the recent appearance of greys on the chest and temples but had become beyond jaded in the ways of romance. Too many years of twisted sheets in forgotten rooms as he stared up at the ceiling fan waiting for his conquest to gather up her things and leave before he rolled a smoke and convinced himself to rise out of the stink of sex-sweaty perfumed sheets.

      He had his bank of lovers to keep him company as he treaded water slowly in the middle of the stream, (one or two lost loves that stood out amongst the others Stefanie, the wild redhead in the haunted Manchester flat who kept her fingernails long as to draw blood from his back, Ashanti, the dark storm in Dhaka who attempted to suck everything out of him from bodily fluids to his soul) dropping under the surface to lift up a pebble with his toes every now and again. He sighed, settled and calm. It was nice to have something special just to himself, something he would never have to describe. Live in the present, embrace the miracle of solitude. That was where his wisdom, his failings had led him.

      After a while he succumbed to boredom and gravity, keeping his head under the water, embracing the sharp frigidness engulfing his ears, playing through the top of his swaying hair. He blew out a couple of bubbles with open eyes, making sure to not swallow even if it was mighty inviting. If it looked pure and clear, there was rarely such a thing in that part of coal country. Something was moving into the water on the far bank. He instinctively leaned forward to get a better look, even swam a couple of meters toward it out of unthinking curiosity, staying submerged to not give up his presence.

      From such an unnatural viewpoint it was difficult to make out, reddish grey meat dipping down to scoop out precious puddles. It was a tongue, confident and wild procuring the questionable water to its heart's content. Animals never carry such reservations and seemed to live on just fine, Maynard considered. A benefit of lacking self-awareness, possessing nothing more than one-step self-preservation. Then he noticed a second tongue alternating into the drink, keeping a perfect opposite time to the first. He assumed it must be a pair, a couple taking a break after a warm summer of mating and frolicking. Good for them, he thought, primal minds sharing primal pleasures.

      He rose his head back up out of the water slowly as not to disturb the beasts. What he witnessed was not a happy couple. Instead, it was a stag with two heads, dual sets of antlers creating a mangled network spread wide and bone white against the summer green. One would find some wicked design if willing to witness the abomination long enough. Four brown alert eyes stared at him, two brains reluctant or just too obstinate to flee. He did not scream although the thought crossed his mind of why he did not. Kicking his legs frog-like, he made his way back to the sandy shoreline, taking in all he could of the monstrosity towering over him, over everything. Its muscles twitched as if to show off. Thirst quenched, the heads rose high as if to prove the mass of antlers were not too cumbersome, the crown not too heavy for such kings.

      “Looks like you been chosen, fella.” The voice came high-pitched from the beaver dam. Maynard broke the gaze with the stag long enough to see who was talking. He felt fear in diverting his eyes from something that may be not of the world. Of Hades or angelic or something else entirely, he did not want it to vanish as if it never existed. He saw a small head dip under sight behind the pile of driftwood and dead leaves.

      “Who are you?” asked Maynard. Why wasn’t this person freaking out at seeing such a sight? He looked back to make sure it wasn’t a hallucination. The stag was still there, standing erect, demanding his attention if not something else he was not yet privy to.

      “Shoot, everybody knows the prophecy of the two-headed stag, friend.”

      “Well, I don’t. Why don’t you enlighten me…friend?” Maynard looked for his clothes, thievery was always the best first assumption in such situations.

      “He-he-he.” The voice sounded old and young all at once. “Don’t you know your Wedoo?”

      Not a good start. Maynard didn’t know all that much about the renegade religion born in the backwoods of Louisiana that had infected many dubious corners of points west and east. He knew it borrowed and stole from about everything, a pinch of Catholic, a pinch of Native, a few pinches of the Caribbean dark magic. He knew some Frenchman got lost deep in the swamps for weeks right after the big war and came out writing of God’s messages with the blood of an albino nutria on a stack of bark from the Cypress tree. His teachings and followers spread steadily through the decades as rats gone unchecked in the landfill of lost souls. Reluctant to bathe or worry too much about teeth, they cared solely about the message and how the entirety of existence was to be lived without the rules or laws of mortal men.

      “Looks to me like a birth defect drinking whatever has been dumped into this creek for generations. Nothing more than that.” Maynard was happy to find his clothes, even if they seemed to have been neatly folded, something he was not prone to do himself.

      “Don’t matter the reason for the season, friend. The Saintly Winds got plans for you, yes they do.” The head poked out enough to smile at Maynard, summer teeth calling out for an end to their misery. There was a deep scar covering the entire side of the man’s face, two rough triangles it seemed, one upside down just under the eye, meeting the second at a point mid-cheek. Maynard got dressed as if he was sneaking out of a hotel room before the latest regret awoke to suggest some bangers and mash for breaky. “Don’t you want to know your role in the beginning of the end, friend? It’s a starring role, that is for definite.”

      Maynard waved a “have to go sorry” wave and ran toward the safety of the trees. The little man cackled at Maynard’s obvious fear, the futility of it. Far out of sight, Maynard heard the stag shake its heads and a grand rattle of the antlers was something he would hear and feel in the marrow of his spine till the end of his days. He had to get back in to see Lady Lotus and find out what the hell he had just experienced. If the mutant deer and the Wedoo were some unsaid parts of the reading she had given, if it was anything other than a genetic fart and the ravings of a lunatic.
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