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An anthropologist working for an American University must return to Eastern Canada, the site of his greatest failure, in search of an ancient relic that holds the key to the world as we know it.

Jona is obsessed with his work. An archaeologist and cultural anthropologist originally from Niger, he spends his days lecturing at Cambridge University and dreaming about his youth in the field — a time when the world seemed wide open and new, and every stone could hide a new clue or artefact to be unearthed. That was long ago, now, and he has since regulated himself to the position of ‘armchair anthropologist.’ But all that changes when a new teacher’s assistant uncovers information that points to an ancient artefact of massive importance — the Holy Grail — being kept in a secret location on the island of Newfoundland.

Now he must team up with Lar Reynolds, a Professor of Newfoundland History working at Memorial University, on a quest to end one of humanity’s longest mysteries, all while avoiding the questions of an investigative reporter named Juliana Minh who seeks to ruin Jona’s reputation before he can reclaim it. 
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Isle Haute, Nova Scotia

Permission from the Canadian Coast Guard is required to visit Isle Haute, and beyond that a gaggle of paperwork, permits, and plans to be filed with the Canadian Archaeological Association before one could even consider digging on that sacred, protected land. It was a rugged, elevated hunk that rose out from the Bay of Fundy in the frigidly cold Atlantic Ocean.

Jona had none of those things.

He had realized that he had needed to dig around the southern edge of Isle Haute a little over three weeks ago, a far cry from the six months it often took to get a response back from the CAA. Within a little under two weeks, he had arranged to be a surprise guest lecturer on the merits of Social Anthropology in Today’s Political Climate at Dalhousie University, and yesterday he had given a truncated lecture on the subject in front of thirty bored graduate students and five interested ones. Those five who had been interested had sat together in the front row even though they hadn’t seemed to know each other previously. The Professor that Jona had been guest lecturing for had been quick to label them ‘Keeners,’ and Jona had understood the meaning behind the term without need for any other cultural context.

He was a large man, standing almost to a full seven feet, and was wide across the shoulders. He attributed his girth to a gift of his heritage, but those who had known him his entire life knew differently: it was the result of hard work and dedication, like all things in his life. He was an oculocutaneous albino, his flesh the ashen grey hue of a blackboard covered with the powdery leavings of many sticks of chalk. 

His fingers — plump things like meaty sausages — grasped a thick stone along the southern face of Isle Haute. It was the size of his torso and covered in jagged stalactites, as though it had been birthed in the bleeding heart of a volcano. It was a deep, shimmering black with veins of quartz running through it like lines of fat through a steak. Coupled with the moisture from the fog and the white-capped waves at his heels, the veins gave the boulder the appearance of something pulsing and alive.

The rises of the stone seemed to hold up the rocks above it, but did not, and through the valleys of its orbit, Jona could feel the cold tickle of air travelling to and fro from the vacant space beyond.

“I think I found it!” he bellowed over his shoulder. He pulled back on the ebony black hunk of mineral, feeling the muscles in his lower back strain under the pressure of having no leverage with which to form purchase.
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DEFENDER OF THE EXILED

by Juliana Minh, H.I. Editor

julianam@thesandline.web

They came by the thousands, fleeing violence, oppression, and – some say – the genocidal tactics of their own governing body, only to arrive on American soil where, some say, they were met with more of the same. They are the 25,080 refugees from the Republic of South Sarim, the Middle Eastern Islamic State which has been embroiled in civil war with its Northern counterpart for nearly thirty years. They arrived packed tight in retrofitted cargo ships, in conditions of eighty-six-degree heat, humidity, starvation, and squalor which – according to Harold Bafton of the CDC – “was on par with Srebrenica.” The refugees travelled nearly seven thousand miles to reach the continental United States, where they found that their fight had just begun; but that they at least had an advocate.

Dr. Fnu Jona, a professor at Stanford University and prominent member of the American Anthropological Association, was on-site in New York last month to greet the Sarimian Refugees as they took their first steps onto American soil, welcoming each one in their native tongue as they arrived to the yells, screams, and insults of nearly two thousand protestors. In the days since, Jona has helped create the ASUP — the American Sarimian Unity Pact – to help ensure the Sarimian Refugees are provided housing, food, job opportunities, and legal counsel while they await processing and relocation.

[PHOTO: JONA STANDING AMOUNG PROTESTORS – CREDIT: PARKER]

“America was founded on the principle of helping those in need whose country no longer would have them,” said Jona, in an interview with the Associated Press. “These huddled masses are tired, they are weak, and they do struggle to breathe free. This is how we have chosen to define ourselves to the world and now we must live by those definitions.”

Dr. Jona had originally filed a petition with the AAA three months ago, shortly after the Associated Press released that the refugees from Sarim were incoming. His petition to the AAA requests that he “interview each willing refugee in a double-blind process as a part of their intake into the country to catalog and preserve their unique cultural and sociological experiences.”

[PULLQUOTE: “This is how we have chosen to define ourselves to the world.”]

According to Jona, the Sarimian Refugees now represent a culturally distinct group from those they left behind in Sarim. “If you believe in the Cradle of Civilization Theory – and we do – then all of humanity has a shared common source. What defines culture then are the branching points: the points from which one culture breaks off from another and becomes a unique entity. This is one of those moments for these people. They are no longer Sarimians and, once processed, they will soon be Sarimian-Americans: but for this brief window of time, they are neither and are culturally distinct while in this transition.”

Dr. Fnu Jona has proposed full interviews, genealogy studies, and cultural surveys for each of the 25,080 refugees to be taken on by he and his colleges over the next five years, to track the pattern and cultural displacements once the refugees have integrated.

But detractors, like Bill Abelman, say that Dr. Jona shouldn’t even have a place in this argument. “He’s not an American. He doesn’t understand what this means to us and what we’re trying to protect. Everything’s changing and we have to stop it. We are not to blame for the political conditions in the Middle East that have caused these people to be refugees, so we are justified in rejecting them irrespective of the benefits or harms involved.”

Jona immigrated to the United States nearly twenty-five years ago from Niger, entering first on a study Visa to obtain his doctorate in Cultural Anthropology before becoming a full citizen and professor at his alma mater. He has since gone on to receive additional doctorates in social, linguistic, and archeological anthropology and has spent the last five years focused on genealogical anthropology while touring and teaching at multiple respected institutions across North America. 

[PHOTO: JONA TEACHING – CREDIT: FNU JONA]

In response to a movement to reject the refugees, Jona has hired legal counsel through the ASUP to protect the rights of the Sarimian Refugees using a unique argument, citing the United States’ own policies against human rights violations and war crimes as precedent. 

“The Sarimian-American Refugee is culturally unique,” Jona said in an interview with CNN. “We have never taken refugees from Sarim before, and as a result the cultural experience of these refugees travelling from Sarim to America, at this time, is a unique one: enough, I argue, to make them culturally separate from Sarimians left on native soil. They are a unique people. As a result, turning them away not only destroys their collective cultural experience, but opens them up to further persecution and danger outside our borders. By definition, any act that threatens an entire people or culture in this way is termed genocidal in nature and cannot legally be sanctioned under U.S. law.”

Experts say the argument is not likely to hold water, but that if it does it would set far-reaching precedent for foreign policy regarding the intake of refugees into the United States. Lawyers for the ASUP however are more hopeful. “We’re not basing everything on Mr. Jona’s one argument,” said Colin Dahmer, speaking on behalf of the ASUP. “This is going to be passed and our humanitarian status is something that the people of the United States right are just going to have to learn to live with and accept.”

As the refugees await state decision, Jona and his colleges have begun the interview process and genealogical surveying with the blessing of the AAA, and Dr. Fnu Jona has already earned himself a nickname among the Sarimians: “mangmyeong bang-eoja,” “Defender of Exiles.”

Juliana stared at the last line of the article she herself had written three days prior trying, desperately, not to scroll a quarter-inch further down the screen, to where the comments would be visible. She knew they’d be bad – had known it when she’d written it, when she’d proofread it, and when she’d sent it to the EIC – but somehow no matter how bad she prepared herself for something to be, it always managed to be worse. She had gotten her first inclination of how much worse when she’d woken up this morning at her usual time – six am – to discover that in the three hours since the story had gone live, she’d received two-thousand and eighty-one emails, five hundred and fifty of which had been ‘flagged for offensive language.’

Juliana had worked at The Sand Line for four years: first as a freelance reporter, then as a staff reporter, then the editor of the Political beat, and then finally as the Human-Interest editor. When she had started with the paper, it had had an average readership of 40,000 copies. Now it had an average readership of 45,000 views. That was the change that four years could make: not just in numbers, but in the system by which those numbers were valued. She had been with the paper only six months when its print division had produced its last issue and thought, given her status as the most newly hired staff employee, that she would be the first on the chopping block. She had been in the middle of updating her resume when the EIC, John McDurmitt, had called her into her office and had informed her, without ceremony, that she was being given the Political beat to manage.

Digital media was different from print media, and the stories couldn’t just be transferred over whole-hog. Changes had to be made to reflect the platform, and long-time staffers were slow to pick up on them. The tried-and-true ‘pyramid story’ didn’t work in digital, when it was less important to get the reader their information in the first paragraph than it was to get them to click the link, then, get them to scroll at least halfway down the page to the banner ad that would make them their visible revenue. 

What didn’t change with the transition to the digital platform was that once the level of section editor was reached, the only career moves were lateral until the EIC died (it is a myth that Editor-in-Chiefs retire). Much like a policeman who moves from vice to homicide, career moves don’t happen as promotions so much as due to the necessity of burnout. Juliana had worked Politics for two years before and, while trying to edit a lengthy column she had written of the President’s stance on same-sex marriage, she had jerked her knee into her keyboard involuntarily and shattered the drawer which held it. The splinter of wood that had found its way into her kneecap had had to be removed by a doctor, and less than a week later she was requesting that McDurmitt find her a new position. Inside of ten days she was the new editor of the Human-Interest section.

She had very quickly learned one thing she had overlooked: everything under the sun could be considered ‘human interest,’ so long as humans were interested. A second fact she had overlooked was that the items which interested humans were, more often than not, the items they felt most passionately about.

She took a deep breath and scrolled down the page. 

The first comment, made less than ten minutes after the original post, was from a DC man who said of Jona: “That Nigerien should keep his mouth shut...” but had spelled Jona’s country-of-origin incorrectly, with two G’s. 

She cursed and scrolled back up, landing on the image of Jona teaching at Stanford. 

“Juliana,” McDurmitt called, his voice travelling over the sea of desks. His bald head was sticking out of his office, and he was scanning the newsroom for her, even though she was – as always – at her assigned desk. “My office.”

She cursed, picked up her coffee, removed its plastic lid, and got up.

She navigated her way through the dense maze of desks and cabinets, sometimes only nine inches apart in the sort to flagrant disregard for fire codes that they themselves would have been happy to report on anyone else practicing. She squeezed past David, one of three staff political cartoonists, who was currently working on a caricature of Bill Clinton wearing a whipped cream bikini a la Varsity Blues.

“Is this too dated?” he asked as she inadvertently brushed the flat of her midriff across the hair on the back of David’s head. He didn’t look up from his pad as he did so, blowing away eraser dust with a puff of his cheeks.

“The target, or the reference?”

“Never mind.”

She smirked, raised her cup to avoid bumping it into the Crime Editor, then found herself in the slightly-less-narrow excuse for a hallway on her way down to the glass patrician that was McDurmitt’s office.

For anyone who wasn’t a resident of New Jersey, The Sand Line sounded like a pop indie novel in the style of Elizabeth Gilbert or RJ Palacio, of the sort that forty-something housewives picked for book clubs and felt liberated while doing so while secretly just substituting one patriarchal agenda for another.  It was in fact a rare instance of a prominent print publication not only transitioning from wholly-print to wholly-digital but doing so while maintaining a brick-and-mortar base of operations. Where ‘going global’ for most news publications meant ‘going work-at-home,’ McDurmitt had fought to keep The Sand Line in Jersey. “I’d drawn the line in the sand,” he had said when the topic of closing shop had come up with the owner, a tagline he took great pleasure in quoting often. They’d reduced, but still took up the entire top floor of an office complex (selling the print and distribution floors had been an easy choice once their print issue died). It was open concept except for the bathroom and McDurmitt’s office. It would take a full five minutes to navigate from the southern wall to the northern one, and looking out across the gaggle of reporters, editors, researchers, video content creators, and cartoonists was like peeking into a hive of honeybees... Assuming a hive of honeybees perpetually had at least one fluorescent light that blinked despite maintenance’s attempts to stay on top of it and Richard’s constant complaints that it would give him a seizure. 

She closed the door to McDurmitt’s office behind her.

He looked up from over his glasses at her only briefly. He had made his way back over to his desk and was currently sorting through a pile of loose paper. That was one part of a digital world that John McDurmitt had never gotten used to: he couldn’t read copy from a screen. As such he had to purge the mess of proofread versions from his office twice a month, usually resulting in a shouting match between he and at least one staffer from the frustration. He was currently holding a pile of papers that were slashed right-to-left with red sharpie marks in long, angry swipes.

“Nice piece,” he said, not looking at her again. He uncovered his keyboard. He had a way of speaking that was all but toneless, subdued but nasal all at once. He spoke in short, clipped sentences that made it impossible to decipher meaning, and often left his employees rolling the dice as to how to take his statements.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” she said, stepping away from the door and taking a long glug of her coffee. It was still hot and burned the back of her throat, but she didn’t seem to notice. Steam poured from the lid of her cup and into her hair.

He looked up, one eyebrow raised. “About what? It’s the most viewed thing we’ve had all month.”

“And the comments?”

“Fuck the comments. People will be people. Hell, the comments get bad enough we can do a story on the reaction to the story and get more comments on that. Stories like this are diamonds. Diamonds in the rough. You can’t plan them, but when they come, you catch hold and you try to ride them as far as you can.”

“Bit of a mixed metaphor,” she smiled. He looked at her, unsure of what she meant, and she dropped it. “I was actually thinking of disabling the comments.”

“No,” he said, his voice deep and immediate. “No, no, no. Clicks and ad views on the post are through the roof. It’s had more Facebook shares than anything we’ve had this year – no. Pointless anyway, people wanna comment, they’ll comment. Who comments on the post anymore anyway? Mouth-breathers. If people want to comment, they’ll comment on Twitter or somewhere. There’s no point in disabling the comments on the post.”

She conceded by nodding, but he hadn’t been looking. He’d thrown a large pile of paper into the trash, along with what appeared to be his Press Pass. “John —”

“No buts,” he said, turning back toward her briefly, before stomping the paper down further into the basket with one thick boot. “This Sarimian thing, I want you to hand it over to Political with everything you have and make sure they stay on top of it.”

“Janet won’t like —”

“Janet can shove it. And the Professor, the guy with the mouth. You stay on him. He’s an anthropologist? They’re always up to something Human Interest. That’s kind of the point of them, isn’t it?”

Again, she nodded to concede a good point poorly made, and again he wasn’t looking in her direction to see it. “I’ve been looking to do a piece on him for —”

“Good,” he said, flopping down on the chair. “Get me a quick follow-up to the reaction to the Exile piece. Get David to come up with some art for a cartoon or something to be released same day. Get an Op-Ed piece ready too, as many clickable things as you can get.”

“Got it,” she said, opening the door and stepping out.

“And don’t disable the comments!” he called after her, even as the door closed.

She walked back to her desk and fell into her seat, taking another long sip from her cup before touching the mouse to wake up her screen. It was still open to the Defender of the Exiled article, from where she had scrolled up to get away from the vitriol that was the comments section. The scroll had landed, inadvertently, on the picture of Jona teaching a classroom full of students.

In the photo he was smiling. It was from his early days, before even Stanford. The photographer was back among the students, at or about the fourth row of auditorium seating, so that he or she could get the back of a few heads and one raised hand in the foreground, framing Jona between the male student’s thumb and forefinger. 

It was so perfect, Juliana thought it had to have been staged.

Jona was pointing at another student, somewhere behind and to the left of the cameraman, with a piece of chalk. The chalk had caked on and around his fingers from use, blending into the dusty hue of his albino flesh. His mouth was open to address whomever he was speaking to, while being curled up at the edge in a subtle grin. Had it been a legitimate question? Or had the student (if it had been a student) said something funny, some limerick to get the correct expression for the shot? She wasn’t sure, but she suspected the former. Something about the smile seemed... genuine.

She continued to scroll up the page, past her paragraphs on Bill Abelman and her pull-quote from Jona, towards the top of the article. 

She stopped.

Parker’s photo was framed on the screen, the one with Jona standing in the centre of a long line of protestors, awaiting the arrival of the Sarimian Refugees. He looked stern here, his large lips tucked back in a sneer. He was also broad, the suit he wore barely stretching over his squared, thick shoulders. He’d taken to shaving his head since the first photo, eliminating the wisps of hair that had clung to him before. There were still hints of colour along his skull though: not hair, but shadow. In the time since the original photo, he’d gotten some body art done, creating the appearance of small dots or ridges originating just above each eyebrow and travelling back towards the base of his skull.

What had made Juliana stop, though, was his height. He stood a full foot-and-a-half over even the tallest of the protestors, the metal rail that kept them off the pier coming up to their breast-line and barely reaching his pelvis. She scanned the crowd, searching for something that would show this to be a trick of the camera: some below-average heighted people that would skew her point-of-view, anything. The hood of a car with protestors sat upon it, just to one side, only confirmed what she had seen: the man was well over seven feet tall.

She scrolled back down to the likely-staged photo from when he’d begun teaching. He was less toned there, his tweed jacket with the leather patches on the elbows hanging off him limply. His shoulders were also less broad, coming out half-a-head from his neck... and his waist barely came up to the edge of the desk he stood next to, the podium behind him seeming too big for him, if anything. He appeared, in the photo, as though he were six feet tall, if that.

Juliana clicked the photo and it expanded to fill the screen. The caption below it now read: “Doctor Fnu Jona begins his teaching career to the eager young students of the Saint Marx Community College in Los Angeles, California at the age of twenty-five. – credit Fnu Jona.”

She left the photo enlarged on her screen and watched it, as though expecting it to do something, even after she took her hand off her mouse and picked up her coffee, draining the last of it.

“Who has a growth spurt after twenty-five?” she wondered aloud.
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Jona sat at his desk at the front of the lecture theatre. It was the third largest at Stamford University and was nine-tenths full. The seats that were not filled vexed him, and his eyes flitted from them to the clock on the wall and back again as he pretended to look over his notes.

The desk was too small for him, his large legs unable to fit under its lip comfortably. They always felt like they were scrunched into a position that was damaging his spine or being scraped by a wooden bottom that remained sharp no matter how much it was sanded down. All desks were too small for him, it seemed, and so it was futile to replace them. Replacing a desk meant moving theatres, he’d learned early on, as most were affixed to the floor so securely that any attempt to remove it would result in a large remodel. Since the University didn’t want the expense of such a remodel they would instead move him, and since he didn’t want to be in any smaller a theatre, he would say nothing.

He sat perpendicular to the desk, his legs running along its side. It made him appear casual in a way he was not and in a way him grim demeanor said that he was not, and thus created an odd, contradictory first impression for any student who was experiencing him for the first time. Some came to the conclusion, based on visual evidence alone, that he was trying to appear relaxed. Hello, fellow youth. He was not, and he had the scraped knees to prove it.

Jona looked over the top of his lecture notes page at the clock on the wall again. It was an analog timepiece that hung over the digital one at his request, obscuring it. He had said that the red light from the numbers made his eyes hurt, but it had been a lie. In truth he wanted the students who couldn’t tell analog time to make themselves known to him.

It was five past the hour. He hadn’t had to look at the clock to know that – the shuffling discomfort of the students in attendance had done that as well as any clock. He turned from it to the students again and made a mark on the desk calendar in front of him. “Patricia,” he called out, without looking up from it. When there was no verbal response, he turned his gaze to a young woman in the centre row. “Do you know where Robert is today?”

Students to either side of her leaned away from her unconsciously, not wanting to be the next person picked. She shook her head.

He worked his tongue along the inside of his mouth. “Is he ill, in some way? Has a parent or loved one passed?” He paused. “Is he terminal with something?”

“No, sir.” Patricia’s hair bobbed as she shook her head again.

He nodded, making another note on his calendar and then standing up to his full height. Though they’d seen it before, several students in the front row held their breath when he stood – they couldn’t help it. He was monstrously tall, and it always took some by surprise.

When he spoke to Patricia again, his voice was transitioning into his lecture voice, loud and booming and never in need of a microphone, even in a hall of that size. “Please tell him that he has to see me before rejoining the class,” he said, not addressing her as he spoke. He paused to allow her the time to nod without looking to see if she had. “You may also tell him that I will not be amicable to the discussion.”

Jona turned to the rest of the class and straightened his blazer. It was custom made and still looked small on him, like an adult wearing clothes intended for a teen or tween. As though his tailors had taken his measurements, then later consulted them and thought that they couldn’t be right. Everything was too small for Jona, if only by an increment.

He picked up two stacks of paper from his desk and held them up high for everyone to see. One was thick and flopped over his fingers when he held them. The other was a single sheet that fluttered in the breeze from the air conditioner. 

“Histories are important,” he said. His voice was matter-of-fact and booming. He could see its influence on even the farthest person back in the lecture theatre, as people put down their phones and leaned forward. He smiled. “A history on a culture can help us understand why cultural norms developed a certain way. It forms a habitus for a place – a culmination of everything they were up to that point, affecting who they are today.” He paused as students scribbled on pads of paper and clacked on chiclet keys. There was something about watching people scramble to write down his every word, to clamber and collaborate with others to get any nuance missed, that gave him a fluttering, ephemeral thrill deep in the well of his chest, just between the lowest hands of his pectorals. 

He paused long enough that if there was a question it could be asked, then continued.

“A history – an accurate chronology – can explain a lot. We are who we become. If you looked at Germany today and the cultural practices of getting children to trace their own lineages back to either side of a conflict, you might question it. But I’m willing to bet nobody in this room did... because we all know the history. But if I told you about a culture that had renounced all meat eating aside from ritual... you’d have more questions. But those questions have answers, and those answers reside in history. It forms the narrative of what a culture is today, and who the people in it are.”

He held up both stacks of paper again, the one that was the single sheet and the one that was much thicker. “These are both histories, taken by anthropologists studying a particular culture. Both purport to be full histories... I’m not even going to get into the silliness of that claim.” He lowered the sheets, and when he spoke again it was in a faux British accent. “This is a full history? How is that possible? Oh, I killed them all once they told me.”

Several students laughed.

Jona smirked, then raised the papers again as was himself once more. “Both of these histories are from the same culture.” Several students looked up from their notes, their gazes moving from the large stack in Jona’s left hand to the flapping single sheet in his right, or vice versa. He put down the stack and waved the sheet around as though in surrender. “For this one, the anthropologist in question,” he said the title with venom, as though his very mouth detested referring to the person by that title, “used an Etic response when deciding how best to study the culture. He conducted surveys of the people and paid each participant a small amount and set them on their way – answering questions about life, the universe, and everything.”

Several students smirked at the reference, although nothing in Jona’s demeanor suggested he even knew it was one, and so their eyes quickly went back to their pages. One young woman in the third row had given up typing and was now just listening, her head rested on the heels of both hands. Her gaze followed him as he paced from one side of the room to the other.

“Could they quantify everything you are – your habitus, your experience... your entire culture, with a questionnaire? With a Google Form?” he asked the gathered crowd. Several students shook their heads as though the question were asked of them directly, including the young woman in the third row. “This report said that the people were superstitious. That they were backwards and stupid, and practiced barbarism. They got this from a form, while this armchair anthropologist sat in Oxford behind his desk, waiting for the results to come in.” The same venom dripped from him when he said armchair anthropologist, but the word came more freely now, as if adding the modification to the word made it fit the descriptor in a more acceptable fashion.

“Many read this and were annoyed,” he continued, waving the sheet once more before pushing it down against the table. “Many anthropologists were as well, but one rose above professional curtsey and went there themselves. They conducted their own study and used an Emic response.” He brought his large knuckle down on stack of papers, tapping them twice. “They went there, to live in the culture they were writing on. They lived there for months, got to know the people, got to know the nuances in how they lived. They took off the lenses of their own culture, gave it the requisite time, and tried to put on another. Not only did it show the original document to be lesser, it showed it to be wrong.”

He opened the larger document to a page he’d marked near its middle. Even with the reference it took him a moment to find it. “Things like religious belief. If you ask on a form, people will try and speak for the whole. The unit. The culture. If you ask if they have intercourse before marriage in this culture they say no, it is strictly forbidden. But when you get down to the person level...” he paused, smirked, then looked up to his class. “Any guesses how many interviewed said they had personally engaged in that prior to wedding?”

“Sixty,” the young woman in the third row called out, breaking the ice.

“Seventy-five,” a man two rows behind her said. Another chimed in “Eighty.”

“One hundred percent,” Jona said, softly and with a wry smile. He didn’t need to speak loudly to be heard, his class was quiet when he spoke. “That is the difference between etic and emic responses, that is the level of shift we’re talking about. One hundred percent.”

“How is that even possible?” the woman in the third row said. “How were the people in the surveys saying the wrong thing so consistently? Were they lying?”

“To themselves? Yes. As all cultures do. You know how it goes, you do it too. You fudge the details.” He switched to that higher, mocking tone again. “Jimmy and Laura weren’t married when they had Timmy, but it was like they were married, so... Bruce and Shandra got married before they got married, so...” He smirked. “You fudge the details to make it so your friends fit into your culture, not realizing that you’ve done that for everyone. That the rules of your culture are so strict that you’ve carved out exceptions for literally everyone, on something. Then you fill out a survey someone shoved in front of you, and when you think about your answer you only think of all the exceptions you made and you put down that nobody in your culture fucks before marriage, and then that idiot armchair anthropologist writes a dozen essays on the moral decay of western society, holding up this culture as a beacon of virtue and chastity.” He sighed in indignation, shaking his head. He did this with exaggeration for comedic effect, and many students did laugh, but those close enough to read the nuance on his pockmarked cheeks knew that the exasperation was real.

“History lies,” he said, with emphasis. He tapped the larger document again. “The second you dig deep into a piece you start to find them, and it matters not if you’re writing about something that happened five years ago or five hundred; it’s all history. The gap between the two – the gap between the two is important.”

He paused, tapped a taut knuckle against the thick document of the emic study again, then shut it and turned back to the class with pursed lips. “So, how do we achieve this? How do we take off the lenses of our own culture and—”

“Wait,” the woman in the third row asked, raising her pen as though it were her hand. “What study was that?”

“Pardon?”

“The study, the two examples there. The etic response versus the emic response. Which culture was being examined?”

Jona paused for a long moment, working his jaw back and forth. “My own.”

***
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Jona sat with another man in the small, windowless room in the centre of the third floor west end of the main campus building, down a small carpeted hallway from an archway with no door which, in the other direction, led to a rarely-used and oft-overlooked men’s room. There were cupboards and a small stovetop and two loveseats that faced each other with a coffee table in between stacked with old issues of National Geographic. There was a nice countertop wedged between the stove and the aforementioned mini fridge that the other man now stood before, buttering the second of his ciabatta buns, still warm from being baked.

He was a tall man. Not as tall as Jona, and lankier. His arms looked taut like spun cables. He was balding, and the youth behind his jaundiced eyes made it clear that this was premature. His skin was dusky like Jona’s, but the pale peach colour of crayon sets from the 50s. His hands only had two fingers and a thumb on each, pointer and middle fused together along with pinky and ring to form two massive appendages. “That lecture was interesting. Habitus, I’d never heard that word before.”

“Thank you, Maximus,” Jona replied, without looking up from his book. “I hadn’t seen you there.”

Maximus took a small bite of his pastrami sandwich, savouring the taste of the fresh meat on his tongue before swallowing. They had gotten five slices from a deli near the campus. It had looked at him, its rough textured hide of spices belying its juicy, succulent, pink interior. They had seen each other through the sneeze guard, peeking out from behind a display of Oreo Minis, and Maximus had had to have it inside him.

He had made the first sandwich with a fresh ciabatta roll and garlic pickles with spicy chipotle mayonnaise and fresh organic spinach that crunched and crackled against his teeth with every bite he took. His mouth filled with the taste of it: the chill of the greens, then the spice of the mayo, the tenderness of the meat, the playful tanginess of the pickle. He took another small bite and then another, then put the rest of the sandwich past his lips, his eyes moving up into his skull as he did.

He had still been chewing as he went to the mini fridge and had began assembling the pieces for a second sandwich. “You believe that, though?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“You believe that actions are just a result of everything that’s happened to a person up until that point?”

“I’m not sure how else it would be.”

Maximus frowned, so much that it pushed his flesh into deep channels coming down either side of his nose. “I’ve been through some shit, but I’m not vain enough to think I’m the only person who’s been through similar shit. So why aren’t there more people doing what I’m doing, reacting the way I’m reacting?”

“Perhaps their habitus up until that point of trauma was different from yours and made them act yet differently again.”

“It fucks with free will, is all.”

“And saying it’s wrong denies the influence of history. History matters. Narrative, matters.”

Maximus continued to frown, opening the fridge and taking out condiments. He paused for a moment, then said: “You shouldn’t fuss with students who don’t make it to class like that. The board is starting to get unhappy.”

Jona sat on the love seat, taking up the entirety of it with his wide frame. A cup of espresso from the cafeteria sat on the table in front of him, balanced perilously on a leaning stack of NatGeos. It had made it all the way up three flights of stairs because Jona had not wanted the ‘instant sludge’ found in the cabinets of the lounge but had since gone cold. He held a thick hardcover book in his hands with a dust jacket that was predominantly sky blue, the hint of a developing city beneath.

Maximus spread a thick coating of chipotle mayo on either side of the bun, his eye glancing from the bread to the cover of the book as Jona turned the page. “What’re you reading?” he asked finally, licking the excess mayonnaise off the butter knife.

“A book by James Robinson,” Jona replied, his voice steady and monotone. 

Maximus nodded as though he recognized the name, though he did not. He placed a nest of spinach onto the bottom half of the bun, then a healthy slag of meat (easily doubling his original portion) and withdrew from a wax-paper sleeve a thick pickle and began to slice it lengthwise. “Is it any good?”

Jona frowned, his head bobbing from side to side as though he were not sure how to respond right away. “Not particularly,” he said finally, without turning away from the page.

Maximus’s brow furrowed. He was taking a bite of his new sandwich even as he was his way back over to the chair opposite Jona with it. He held one callused finger up as he chewed, swallowed, then said: “Then why are you reading it?”

He tapped the cover of the book, doing his head-bob weighing-of-the-scales motion again. “It’s... an anthropological text. They’re very rarely ‘good,’ more... informative. Lembcke had some interesting things to say, I think that’s the closest I’d come to a recommendation of ‘good.’ Even then, only The Spitting Image... everything else is a tad dry.”

Maximus nodded and chewed. “It’s about people then?”

Jona closed the book and smiled patiently. “Not this one. This one’s about countries, nations, why they fail.” He tapped the cover of the book, which had the words Why Nations Fail in raised black Helvetica font. Maximus seemed not to notice. “Recent events have made me think about that more.”

“And?” 

He sneered slightly. “There’s some insight. It’s too broad to get a legitimate answer. It comes down to Creative Destruction... this phrase that Robinson just fell in love with. It must be used twice a page. It’s—” he paused, and for a moment an honest smile was on his lips, and then it was gone. “It’s interesting.”

Maximus sucked a small bit of mayo off his thumb, motioning for Jona to continue.

He put a hand out in front of him, trying to find the words. “It’s the out-with-the-old argument. Nations fail because they fear replacement via Creative Destruction. It’s like...” he leaned forward and smiled, the gleam of an idea in his eye. “You know that song, TV killed the Radio Star?”

Maximus nodded. He took potato chips out of a bag and added them to his plate. They made a sound like hail on a pane window falling into place.

“It’s that. When the television was created, it had no intention of being destructive: it was just a new invention by innovative engineers. But that innovation all but crippled the radio industry and destroyed the audio-drama genre. In its creation, it destroyed what came before.”

Maximus smiled, nodding. “Punk comes along, bye-bye Grunge.”

“Exactly,” Jona said, pointing at him with one of his thick, dusty fingers. “That’s what leaders fear, they fear the new status quo is going to come along and destroy everything they’ve built, not out of malice, but simply by being. But if you stop innovating you stop growing, and if you stop growing...” he wiggled his fingers to illustrate an ‘into-the-wind’ motion, completing his thought.

Maximus’s eyes got distant then. He stared off at a spot on the countertop as he ate his sandwich, lost in thought.

Jona watched him think for a moment, smiling. After a brief pause, he returned to his book.

Maximus watched him read. He was the sort of man you could watch take in information and be interesting, provide information in and of itself. His eyebrows moved and his mouth warbled. You could tell what he thought of the information he was getting in as he did so. “Was that really your culture, the one they did that fucked up study on?”

He sighed, dog-earred the page he was on, then set the book down on the table between them. “Yes. Both those papers were written about where I’m from.”

“That must burn you. I know it’d burn me.” Maximus’ cheeks shook, as though just the thought of it happening to him had made his blood pressure rise. “It pisses me off enough when people just portray Idaho wrong in film. Have us with the wrong accent or use a location that looks totally wrong.”

Jona said nothing, just watched the man work through himself as he ate his sandwich.

“But that’s just a movie. It pisses you off, but you expect it to be wrong. They’re not going for real, they’re going for an approximation of real. Just real enough to entertain you, if you don’t let yourself get too caught up in the details. They’re aiming for facsimile.”

“Verisimilitude.”

“Yes, that. That’s the word. Thank you.” He paused, taking another bite and chewing it enough that he wouldn’t be rude when he spoke again. “But to have something that matters, a study be that wrong and go on to be in textbooks and crap and be how people learn you... that is fucked up. That must burn you.”

“It’s important to remember it’s not actually wrong, it’s just one sided. It’s hard to trust what people say about themselves as a people.” He reached out and took two chips between large fingers, the dexterity to grip such small items with reliability actually difficult at his girth. “Down in Mexico, before it was Mexico... There was this group called the Aztecs.”

“Heard of them.”

“They’re known for having performed human sacrifice. They’d bring people up to the top of this big,” he waved his hands in a roughly triangular shape, “pyramid thing with fruit and nuts and they’d sacrifice them. To the gods.”

Maximus furrowed his brow together, but said nothing.

Jona reached out and took another few chips, pinching them between his thumb, fore, and middle fingers and dropping them into his mouth from above. “It had a large astronomical component. They would track the lunar cycles and rotations to make sure the sacrifice would happen the same time each month. Sometimes the sacrificed would be a member of the community, other times it would be a prisoner of war from a rival group – either way, they understood the significance of it, because they practiced the same. They were to take messages and requests from the people of the community to bring to the gods on their journey.” He took another fingerful of Maximus’ chips and ate them. The crunch, in context, made the other man squirm. “Others would cut and stab at themselves in solidarity on the sacrifice’s journey to the pyramid. They’d go to the top and there’d be these four priests there.” He pantomimed again. “They’d cut out the heart – that was the most common way, anyway – and it would go up to the sun god and ensure whatever they wanted would come to pass. Usually a bountiful harvest or some such. It wasn’t always the same. I’m grossly oversimplifying.”

Maximus stared at him from over his plate. It sat between them now, having inched closer and closer to Jona with every grasp at his chips. “That’s interesting.”

“That’s one side of the coin. Thirty years ago, anthropologists went down to try and find the other. And there’s always another. Every cultural belief, every writ religious law, there’s a reason behind. Why did Leviticus say not to eat pork? Because there was no consistent way to cook pork in 5 AD, and parasites are a thing that exists. Practical reason,” he made an invisible pile with his two hands, then moved them over to his other side, “Religious or cultural reason.”

“That makes sense,” Maximus nodded. “I can grok with that, when it’s my own culture. I grew up in Idaho, and saw some shit. I’m comfortable picking on my own team. It’s hard to see through the muck with a different culture though, it feels wrong.”

“That discomfort is another lens that must be removed to do the work,” Jona nodded, smacking his lips and taking more of a salty potato flakes. “So, the anthropologists went there, to where all these human sacrifices went to the gods, and they studied the lunar cycles and the items gifted and the auto-sacrificing and all of that. And they studied, also, how the remains of those left behind from that time period. Not just those sacrificed, everyone. Who died, how did they die, all of that.” He took more chips.

Maximus stared at him for a long moment, willing him to continue. “So, what’d they find?” he asked finally, when the tension of the unfinished tale had reached its apex. “If that was the cultural truth to why the sacrifices happened, what was the actual reason?”

He picked up the last of Maximus’ chips, held them up between them, said a single word, then ate them. “Calories.”

Maximus stiffened.

“People tell themselves anything. Anything. If your people are hungry and dying, if they don’t have the calories needed to fight their wars to the point that you need to eat your own, you find the religious justification for that. The cultural justification. You bend your culture around that fact, you make the truth what you need it to be. But in the end, you strip all that away, and there is a truth behind it. But to this day if you gave those people an etic survey as to why the sacrifices were made, you will get back that it was to the gods.”

Maximus clacked his tongue against his mouth, then picked up his sandwich and brought it to the garbage.

“You’re not going to finish?”

“I’ve lost my appetite, thanks.”
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Jona opened the door to his home and dropped his keys onto the table beside it. They landed haphazardly and skidded along the varnish, sliding towards the edge of the table and stopping just shy of toppling over into a place where bills and flyers went to vanish.

The door opened directly into a main room, without the benefit of a mud porch. It was large and open but cluttered, with boxes and chairs turning a space that should have been expansive and inviting into a waist-high hedge maze that one had to navigate carefully to avoid turning it into a stack of dominos. An average-sized man could have stepped through the aisles without difficulty, but Jona had to turn and shift and navigate his way through them. He had bought the home while still living away and had not seen it in person when the purchase had been finalized. He had done so, mostly, on the promise of high ceilings. The ceilings in the home may have been considered high, again, for an average-sized person, but he felt the lowermost grafts of the stucco tickle along the peaks of his scalp as he walked past them. It was never enough to actually catch hold of the skin, only enough to give the vaguest sensation that there was something above him. He turned and looked up several times despite himself, an involuntary reaction that he was embarrassed of despite there being no one around to have seen it.

Most of the boxes he passed were closed shut, the bends on the cardboard long since worn so that they took that shape without pressure. Several were open though; one in particular that he passed was propped open by maps and charts, each rolled into a tubular shape and sticking out of the box like posters waiting to be affixed to a dormitory wall. One was: spread between the two windows on the easternmost side of the room, a duotone map that looked old and browned but wasn’t, folding in at the edges and held in place by strong tacks that were not used properly or often enough. It sagged in its middle, creasing until the plastic coat on it had broken and revealed frayed white paper underneath.

It was a map of Atlantic Canada, cutting off the province of Quebec at odd right angles and making it look much, much smaller than it was. It showed slivers of Maine as well, the light brown colour chosen for each province bright and vibrant, while the long state was an ashen grey. There were marks in red all along the edge of Nova Scotia – X’s and circles that had since been crossed out, thin scribbles that had been made with a too-thick marker and bled into the page, resulting in slurries that were only vaguely word-shaped.

He stopped and stared at it for a long moment, his neutral expression slackening and falling slightly as his eyes flitted over it, trying to find purchase. He frowned, then continued into the kitchen.

The kitchen was small and made smaller by the boxes that were stacked in it as well. He opened the cupboard and looked into it while looking through it, his gaze a million miles past the borders of the pantry and his home. He stared for some time, as if pantomiming the actions of someone trying to find their meal for the evening for some unseen audience. When he had stared at it for the requisite amount of time, he turned to the fridge instead, where he took no time in reaching for a bunch of plantains. He grabbed them almost without looking, his hand knowing just where to go and just what to do. It was a stark contrast to his behavior at the pantry: script versus instinct.

He filled a pot full of water and rice and salt and began to heat it. He filled a small pan with rimmed edges with an inch of vegetable oil and started to apply heat to it as well. He un-bundled the plantains onto the counter next to the stove and peeled five by biting off their bottoms, working the stub around his mouth to get the nectar, then spitting the remains of the husk into a nearby trash bin. The husks — little more than the sizes of coins — landed with perfect accuracy, even when he barely looked before he spat. He then cut the de-skinned plantains into half-inch coins — thin enough that the oil would cover them.

He attempted to have them cut and added to the pan before the oil became too hot, but some spat at him nonetheless. They began to fry and release their juices and harden their outer flesh into a small, shriveled flesh that filled his nostrils and, briefly, made him smile.

He retrieved a small cut of steak from the fridge and spiced it, adding some of those same spices to the cooking rice before placing the meat on a lined baking sheet and arranging the rice around it. It too would form a thin crust in the oven, and when it was done the rice had kept the moisture in the steak, making the meat emerge on a bed of rice that had been dyed pink with the blood from it. He poured the fried plantains over the meat until it was covered, the oil falling through to the sheet below and sizzling with ferocity, a cat that had been backed into a corner. 

His phone chimed. He pressed the button on its side to display who the message had come from, trying three times before his large fingers properly depressed the button beneath the husk of its protective case. It was from Jean-Claude Maximus, but he did not read it. Instead, he brought his plate of food back into the living room and sat alone on his orange loveseat and stared at the map on the wall while he ate his meat and fried plantains. He stared unblinking at those maps of Atlantic Canada, and the marks he’d scribbled years ago that only he could have understood. 

He ate his meal in silence, hearing the scraping of each motion of his fork on his plate, and continued until every morsel of food was gone. When it was gone, he lifted his heavy shoulders, held them in place, then released a long sigh and placed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger.

***
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Many hours later, his phone chimed again. When he depressed the button on its side and looked, there were now three messages from Jean-Claude Maximus.

“What the Devil?” he murmured, swiping the screen to enter into the messages wholly.

The first was a link to a web address and showed up on his screen as a small photo to the left of a transparent rectangle displaying a part of a web address. It started with the word Sandli, and he did not have to see the rest in order to know what it was. 

The second and third message were of a similar theme: ‘Have you read this yet? The Board is reading this. They’re not going to like it’ and ‘Let me know when you’ve read this.’

Jona sighed and opened the hyperlink to the main article.

Dr. Fnu Jona, He paused, frowned, sighed to himself, then continued.

Dr. Fnu Jona, a professor at Stanford University and prominent member of the American Anthropological Association, was on-site in New York last month to greet the Sarimian Refugees as they took their first steps onto American soil, welcoming each one in their native tongue as they arrived to the yells, screams, and insults of nearly two thousand protestors. In the days since, Jona has helped create the ASUP — the American Sarimian Unity Pact – to help ensure the Sarimian Refugees are provided housing, food, job opportunities, and legal counsel while they await processing and relocation...

He read the rest of the article without incident and opened the photos of himself at various stages of his life and development. He clacked his large tongue against the roof of his mouth, paused, then replied: ‘Read.’ He did not elaborate further, turned off the phone screen and its ringer, and placed it into his pocket.

Jona sat for several more moments, staring into the null void of his walls in the greying dusk of twilight. At some point, he wasn’t sure when, his lazy gaze had found its way back to that map of Atlantic Canada, and the scribbles of bleeding ink in his hand there. He sighed and got up, stepped through the maze of boxes into the kitchen, and then through the kitchen out into the room beyond it.

When his callused feet touched the cool metal of the doorjamb that divided the kitchen from the room beyond it, he stopped, as if he had come up against some invisible, impossible force.  The space to the other side of kitchen was vast and empty — it was devoid of the boxes which cluttered his living room and also of pinned maps and papers. The walls were bare, the floors the same with the sheen of new laminate.

It looked like a show home.

Beyond it, on the opposing side of the room from where Jona stood, was a stairwell that wound up in a spiral to the floor above, but even just to its sides was more house. To its right was a bathroom, its door opened. There was still painter’s tape on the toilet lid, affixing it to the seat. A new stack of bathroom tissue that his realtor had left for him sat atop the sink, untouched and unopened. To the left of the stairwell was a small room, a bedroom without its namesake, the floors within carpeted and looking much, much more inviting than the cold of the doorjamb beneath his arches.

He stood with his feet cold and with a lump in his throat for several long seconds, then turned and went back into the cluttered end of his house.
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St. John’s, Newfoundland, Canada.

She stood on the west side of the road on Spencer Street, looking toward the east.

She had come off from Merrymeeting Road and had missed the street several times, an odd optical illusion making her skip it and either turn down Field Street and empty out at a Tailors, or Parade Street and ending up with an omnipresence of the Constabulary on her left. She’d been warned of that when she’d been given the instructions on how to get there: “What’s your name? Divine. Pretty. Now, if you walks past the people what fixes holes in your clothes, you turned down the wrong street. Also, if you walks past the people what puts holes in your clothes, you turned down the wrong street. You don’t want neither of that, Divine.” 

It had taken her a moment to process what they’d meant. She’d gotten the directions from an elderly man who had seemed nice enough — well dressed, clean — but who had been pacing in a broad oblong on the sidewalk in front of Holy Heart Theatre. He had been talking, and Divine hadn’t been sure if it had been muttering. She had been told to watch out for people who walked alone and muttered to themselves. After trying to decipher whether it was muttering or talking or chattering for a moment, she’d bitten the bullet and stepped up to him and asked him, politely, for directions. He
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