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“What’s in
the bag?”

“Why?” said
Fraser. “You got somethin to trade?”

“I
might.”

“Where is it?
I don’t see nothin.”

“I got it
hid. It’s a sword. A good one.”

99 said “You don’t got no
sword.”

The man said “What you
got in there anyway?” He reached, touched the black plastic garbage
bag resting on the cart, gave it a poke. Something moved inside the
bag.

99 grabbed the man’s
wrist. “The only sword you’ll ever own is mine in your
guts.”

The man drew his hand
back. “You got somethin alive in there. You got meat!”

There were maybe thirty
people gathered under the north end of Frost’s Bridge, near the
riverbank. The overhead span sheltered them from the spring rain,
but there was no escaping the wind, which had swung from the west
and which now offered to those assembled at the market the reek of
corpses rotting to the north, in Town.

The man had a pullover
made from a heavy-duty garbage bag like the one on the cart. He was
short, no taller than 99, so the bag more or less covered his
willy. His single arm and his legs and even the tops of his bare
feet were furred in a fog of curly grey. He was bald. The drooping
fringe around his ears was filthy and matted. He had a face like a
wrinkled, bruised and bearded apple.

“Ain’t you?
You got meat!”

The repeated
syllable - meat! - was like the clang of a bell. Every face turned toward the
tall man and the small man and the dog guarding the cart. It was
tossed from person to person in voices as ragged as the
pieced-together polyethylene-and-rag outfits these Town-dwellers
wore.

Meat!
Meat!

They rushed
forward waving their pitiful offerings. They called
Lookit! Lookit what I got!

A half-dozen rusted,
bent, three-inch nails. The plastic handle from a frying pan. A
ball of yellow plastic twine. A small plastic shopping bag stuffed
full of other plastic bags. A child’s dented plastic baseball bat.
Twenty or so empty plastic bottles with no lids.

The one-armed man
produced from somewhere his own barter item, a red felt marker
complete with cap. “Hey! Hey lookit!”

As the mob descended on
them Fraser took an extra wrap of the dog’s leash. and ordered
“Bear! Speak up!” and the dog reared up snarling and barking. Those
at the front of the converging pack grimaced with terror and threw
up their hands and tried to stop, and those behind crashed into
them. The frying pan handle flew free and hit the bag on the cart,
and the black plastic twitched as if it were alive
itself.

Fraser said “Settle
down.” The dog was quiet but stood there glaring, with its ears
laid back. The one-armed man reached for the frying-pan handle, but
99 grabbed it first and handed it back to its owner.

The crowd was
quiet. They did not say Lookit
but merely waved their loot hopefully. A shard of
ceramic floor tile. A green toothbrush with the designation
Oral-B and no bristles.
An audio cassette with tape hanging out and wrapped around both
waving arms of the cassette’s owner, who had one bare,
dirt-blackened foot, while the other was shod in a ripped rubber
boot.

Fraser said “Does that
thing you got work?”

The one-armed man said
“It makes marks on stuff.”

“Show
me.”

The man took the cap off
using his two lower teeth and the opposing upper gum. He looked for
something to put a mark on.

“Put a mark
on your head.”

The man inscribed an X on
his bald crown.

“Nothin” said
Fraser. “That thing was finished befores you were born.”

The man tossed away the
marker. The crowd looked at it. He spat out the cap.

Fraser said “Who cut your
arm off for you?”

“They done it
at your clinic. When Frost was alive. I busted it all to
hell.”

“You knew my
great-granddad? How come you never stayed at Frost’s
farm?”

“I’m a Town
boy.”

99 said “A Town boy!” and
laughed.

One of the women in the
crowd said “Is that meat?”

Someone else said “Why do
yous come here with meat if yous don’t want to trade?”

99 said “We come to get
supper for Bear. We’ll give you a rabbit if you give us your leg.
Bear don’t mind the dirt.”

Brows furrowed as this
proposition was thought through.

The crowd sidled toward
99’s side of the cart, away from Fraser and Bear. 99 slid his sword
from under his belt. The crowd stopped, then continued until they
formed a rough semicircle behind the one-armed man. Fraser said
“You want to see what happens when I let this here dog
loose?”

The same
woman who had said Is that meat?
said “He can’t finish all of us.”

When 99 placed the tip of
his sword against the chest of the one-armed man he stepped back
among the others. 99 slashed his sword through the air, but no one
else budged.

Someone said
“Rabbit. That little shit said rabbit.”

Then, in a clatter of
plastic, they were dodging and cursing.

Don’t kill
me!

God damn,
it’s you again!

Put that dog
on him!

The man with the cassette
caught his foot in his tangle of tape and fell. The man with the
frying pan handle ran and stood in the water at the river’s edge.
The person who had caused this rout gave the cassette owner a kick
to his exposed ass and made feints toward corners of the scattered
crowd. He turned to Fraser. “I see you made it.”

Someone called “Watch
out, he’ll steal your meat.”

Bear had his front paws
on the newcomer’s shoulders and was licking at the bearded
chin.

Fraser said “I said I’d
be here and I’m here.”

The man said “Down,
Bear.” The dog sat at the man’s feet, looking up at him with
love.

99 said “So this is why
we come here. I should of guessed.” He sounded resigned. He looked
disgusted.

The man stared at
99.

99 stared
back.

The man said “I never
thought it could happen. But I see it did. You shrunk. Christ,
Fraser could hang you from his belt next to his sword.”

99 said “Smells like you
been findin plenty of wine.”

The man said to Fraser
“Next time, you come alone. Leave this here little flea fart back
at the farm. Ain’t you got a hug for your Daddy?” He wrapped his
arms around Fraser. In one hand he held the tied-together laces of
a pair of white leather shoes.

While his eyes filled
with gloom Fraser’s free hand rose to rest against his father’s
back.

The man handed Fraser the
shoes, then undid the knot in the top of the garbage bag and looked
in. “I see you put holes so’s they can breathe. Yeah, they look
good and fat.” He hoisted out a grey-brown rabbit by the scruff and
examined it. Bear stretched his head toward the rodent,
sniffing.

The man wore a wool
poncho like Fraser’s and 99’s, and patched and repatched cloth
trousers also like theirs, held up by nylon twine. But whereas the
patches on the trousers of the young men were of many colours and
patterns the patches on his were dirt-coloured only. He was as tall
as Fraser and might once have been as sturdy. Now he was thin and
bent. Hair streaked with grey hung down past his shoulders. Above a
blond beard the whites of his eyes were a muddy yellow, but the
blue irises seethed with fire.

From the
watching crowd came cries of I told yous
it was rabbits! and Jesus, it’s meat! and two or three
cries of Shoes!

The man set the rabbit
back in the bag. “And this!” He rose up beaming, with a half-litre
plastic bottle of clear liquid. He unscrewed the cap, took two deep
swallows, shuddered, screwed the cap back on and returned the
bottle back to the bag. “Five bottles” he wheezed. “Just what I
asked for.” He looked at Fraser sentimentally. “You’re a good
boy.”

99 rolled his eyes.
“Christ almighty.”

Fraser said “You better
watch out for this crowd.”

“It’s all
right - I got my sword.” And so he did, under his belt, a
well-crafted weapon no different from those of his son and 99. He
said to Fraser “You gonna say hi to your Daddy?”

Fraser just
nodded.

“How is
she?”

Fraser shrugged. “She’ll
be glad of the shoes.”

“Tell her
they’re from me, OK?”

99 said
“Shee-it.”

“Yeah, I’ll
tell her.”

“A present
from Blaine.”

Fraser nodded.

“You miss
me?”

“Sometimes.”

“She should
never of kicked me out. A boy needs his daddy.”

99 said “He ain’t no
boy.”

Blaine ignored him. “It’s
plantin time. There ain’t many of yous now. Not many who can put in
a day’s work. Daniel and Wing are too old. Yous could use a extra
hand. Ask Noor. Yous can pay me in spuds when the harvest comes in.
Or another rabbit or two.”

99 said “Or another few
bottles of hooch.”

Blaine said “Ask
her.”

99 said “The day you can
put in a day’s work is gonna be a damn short day.”

“Just ask
her. Will you ask her?”

Fraser
shrugged.

“Tell Snow.
She’ll get a message to me.”

99 said “You in cahoots
with that piece of bad news?”

Blaine whipped a
backhand, which 99 ducked. The momentum threw him into a backward
trot. He took five steps and sat. Laughter and jeering came from
the crowd. He sat there blinking. He slid his sword from under his
belt and studied it. The blade was not bent.

He rose with agility and
presented to the crowd a haughty sneer. But there were more
jeers.

Them rabbits
gonna end up eatin you.

Better have
some more hooch.

He slung the garbage bag
over his shoulder.

“See you,
Son.”

Fraser nodded. “Yeah, see
you.”

“See you
what?” Under the snot-stained moustache lurked a crafty and
beseeching grin.

Fraser put together his
own fractured smile. “See you, Daddy.”

Blaine gave Bear a pat on
the head and walked away into the rain.
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They left the market and
headed for the foot of the bridge, each holding a shaft of the
cart, on which now rested only the white shoes. It was raining
lightly. They followed a trail among century-old apartment blocks,
through dense brush and among mounds of blackberry vine with pale
leaves unfolding.

When they were halfway up
the slope of the bridge 99 said “I don’t guess you asked Noor
before you helped yourself to the hooch.”

Fraser looked away toward
the plain of the delta, where occasional house chimneys poked up
through the brush. In the distance rose the curves of Nobody’s
Bridge.

“And the
rabbits? I ain’t ate rabbit in a coon’s age. And here he gets - how
many? - three? Shee-it. She’ll paddle your ass.”

Fraser said “Someone
smashed the lock on the hooch room door.”

“I know who
that would be.”

“It wasn’t
me”

“I never said
you.”

“So the
lock’s broke and everyone’s helpin theirselves to hooch. And she
don’t know how many rabbits there is. There’s only one guy that
knows how many rabbits there is and that’s the rabbit guy and
that’s me and I’m not tellin.” Finally he looked at 99. “What about
you? Are you tellin?”

“Did you do
it cause you wanted the shoes or cause you wanted to see
him?”

Fraser thought for a
moment. “Shoes.”

“You looked
kind of choked up.”

Fraser
shrugged.

“You called
him Daddy.”

Fraser did not
react.

“Who put you
in touch with him?”

“Who do you
think?”

99 shook his head. “Snow.
Everyone knows it was her busted the lock.”

They reached the cusp of
the bridge and started down the south slope. At the bottom where
there was an exit ramp, a pack of dogs was frolicking - four or
five. Bear barked and raced off. Fraser shouted “Bear, get back
here!” but the dog sped down the bridge, dodging through the
greening brush that grew out of the asphalt. “I wish someone could
teach that dog to listen!”

They continued in
silence, following a trail formed by a relative absence of brush
until Fraser said “I can’t stand that smell no more. I really
can’t.”

The stench lay like an
invisible mist on the muddy southern slopes of Town, on the river,
on Frost’s farm and on the overgrown fields of Fundy’s farm to the
west.

99 stopped. He dropped
his shaft.

“What the
hell are you doin?’

“I touched
him! That guy with the one arm. I bet he gots it. He never looked
too perky. Maybe now I got it.”

“Got
what?”

“The
various.”

“Fuck
off.”

With a look of disgust
and fear 99 studied his hand, held as far away as
possible.

Fraser said “Muliria
ain’t caused by no various. It’s caused by skeeters.”

“Yeah, by
skeeters that got the various inside of em.”

Fraser stood two heads
taller than 99. His shoulders were as broad as 99’s arm was long.
His hair was tied in a tail. The beard and the hair were blond like
his father’s, but his skin was cinnamon and his eyes were black.
“They got to bite you before they can put the various into
you.”

“I bet they
bit the hell out of that guy with the one arm. I put my hand right
on him!”

“Do you see
any variouses?”

99 appeared ready to cry.
“They’re tiny tiny tiny. So tiny you can’t even see em. Daniel says
so.”

“You can’t
get muliria without a skeeter bites you.”

“You know
anyone that ain’t been bit to hell by skeeters?”

“They got to
be the right kind. Only some skeeters got the muliria various.
Anyways, you’re healthy, so it wouldn’t finish you. Not like the
Town people. They’re dyin like .... Jesus, that smell! I just might
puke.”

They picked up their
shafts and continued down the bridge. It started to rain
harder.

99 said “Is it muliria
that your sister gots?”

Fraser did not
answer.

From time to time 99
studied the offending hand.

“I don’t care
if a skeeter gots to bite you. I want to sterilize my
hand.”

“Sterilize. Where the hell did you
get that word from?”

“From Daniel.
Do we got alcohol?”

“We got
alcohol up the ass.”

99 seemed comforted by
this answer and did not look at his hand anymore.

Fraser cleared his
throat.

99 said “Spit it
out.”

“So you won’t
tell Momma we saw ....”

“Your
dad.”

“Yeah.”

“Shee-it.”











They were approaching the
exit ramp that led down to Frost’s farm when Fraser said “It’s the
Fundy Gang. Keep goin.” He walked faster. 99 had to run to keep
up.

The five men stepped over
the lane divider. They held swords and had bows slung on their
backs.

Fraser and 99
stopped.

The leader was a man with
black hair and beard, a little taller than 99. To his left stood a
man with white-blond hair, to his right a man of about forty who
had something dull about his eyes. In a voice that was half moan
this man said “Can I come and see Noor?”

The leader said “Shut up,
Solomon!” and whipped a hand backward and thumped him in the
chest.

Solomon bellowed “Ow! I
never done nothin!”

The leader walloped him
again. Solomon started to cry.

Fraser said “You’re a
mean son-of-a-bitch, ain’t you, Surrey?”

Surrey smirked and said
“The Lord sayeth, If you plan to get into the heavenly kingdom
never let a retard step out of line. Forever and ever.’’

“Amen”
intoned the others except for Solomon.

Surrey said “I like the
look of them shoes.”

Fraser said “The Lord
sayeth, Kiss my ass.”

99 laughed.

Surrey stopped smirking.
“You ain’t never to take the Lord’s name in vain! How many times I
told you that, Fraser? Hand over them shoes.”

The blond man said
“Where’s your dogs, Fraser?” The men laughed except for
Solomon.

Fraser said “I wouldn’t
feed shit like yous to our dogs.”

99 and Fraser took a few
steps toward the men.

Surrey slipped his sword
under his belt, slid his bow from his back and drew an arrow from a
bag at his side. His companions did likewise.

Facing five drawn bows
Fraser and 99 set the shafts down. Fraser glanced toward the
“domicile”, a tall and dangerously tilted building. He saw only
Noor, working in the graveyard near the river. She did not appear
to see the men gathered at the south end of the bridge. Far off,
near an ancient industrial plant, the dogs were playing.

Surrey said “Good stuff
comes to people that serve the Lord. It’s right in the bible
somewheres. Ain’t it, Shaughnessy?”

The blond man said
“Somewheres.”

“Stuff like
shoes” said Surrey. “Just drop em and we’ll let yous go
on.”

“They’re for
my momma.”

“You’re momma
don’t serve the Lord, so she don’t deserve no stuff. But listen,
tell her to come on over to Fundy’s. She can touch the bible, and
then she can do her duty by us men ...”

There were responses of
“O yeah!” and “Praise the Lord!” and in spite of the bows in the
men’s hands there was a jocular elbowing.

“... and then
she can get busy cookin a big pot of rabbit stew, and then she can
see if them there shoes fit. They look like they might be a touch
too big for me anyways.”

Shaughnessy laughed.
“Nothin much that ain’t too big for you.”

When Surrey fixed him
with a stony glare he stopped laughing

Fraser took a step
forward.

But Surrey said “We got
five bows here. Yous think at least one of us ain’t gonna put a
arrow into one of yous? Probably the big one, which means you
Fraser. Now drop them shoes. Or yous will feel the wrath of the
Lord.”

“Forever and
ever” said one of the men.

“Amen” said
another.

Solomon lowered his bow.
“I don’t want you to hurt Noor.”

A man beside Solomon also
lowered his bow but only to punch Solomon in the head. Solomon
displayed momentary irritation but then said “Noor don’t got to do
no duty. It says in the bible.”

Surrey glanced back and
forth from Fraser to Solomon. “What the fuck are you talkin
about?”

“It does! It
says in the bible! Somewheres!”

The man who had punched
Solomon punched him again. Solomon bellowed “Don’t!” and swung at
the man but only hooked the bow out of his hand. Solomon waved his
arm to try to disentangle it. There were curses and ejaculations.
When the bow flew free the men returned their attention to the
business of robbing Fraser and 99.

The white shoes were on
the ground. But the cart, with its body of two-by-fours and its two
steel automobile wheels and its tires of solid rubber, was high in
the air, at the end of Fraser’s arms.

Solomon said “And she
don’t got to cook no rabbit stew! It says right in the
bible!”

Surrey ducked under the
cart, but it toppled the other four. Solomon was merely knocked
down. Because he and Shaughnessy absorbed most of the impact the
two men at the back were not damaged much. Shaughnessy, however,
lay flat on his back, appearing to gaze up into the
rain.

99 ran forward and began
snatching up bows. Fraser plucked the bow from Surrey’s hand and
tossed it to 99. He forced Surrey to the roadway, face down, took
hold of a foot and a wrist and spun once. Surrey sailed across the
east lane and cleared the concrete barrier at the far side by five
feet.

Fraser put two fingers to
his mouth and produced a piercing whistle.

One of the men groaned
“Jesus, the dogs.”

Fraser helped Solomon get
up. He said “Come to the farm. We’ll take better care of
you.”

But Solomon replied “Yous
ain’t put your hand on the bible. Yous are all goin to hell. But
not Noor. It says. Somewheres.”

He followed the
retreating men.

99 called “Yous better
take Shaughnessy. Unless yous want to make our dogs happy. They
ain’t ate a human bein for quite a while.”

The robbers hustled back
and grabbed an arm or a leg each and struggled the unconscious man
over the lane divider.

99 said to Fraser “If you
busted the cart Noor’s gonna paddle your ass good.”
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Noor handed Fraser the
shovel.

Fraser said “I’ll do it.
You done enough. It’s too hard for you. Why do you always got to do
it?”

His mother was wearing
the white shoes. They were a moccasin style with thick soles. She
climbed down into the grave, which was about two feet deep, and
took the shovel back. She said “Till the day he died your
great-grampa Frost dug every grave himself. The first grave he dug
was his wife’s. After that he dug about a hundred more, even when
he was old. He dug my mom’s. He dug my dad’s. He was stubborn about
it. The first grave I dug was his. Not long after that I dug my
brother’s. Your great-grampa was a good man, and I want to do
things the way he did. So I’m going to be stubborn about it
too.”

The shoes did not stay
white, as the mound of dirt beside the grave grew
higher.

Fraser said “Do the shoes
help?”

“They do.
They help a lot. Thanks for getting them. What did you have to
trade for them - spuds?” She did not look up from her
digging.

“The spuds
are runnin low. I took some concrete blocks. 99 and me took em on
the cart.”

“What do Town
people need with concrete blocks? They going to build a house? They
got thousands of empty rooms to choose from.”

Fraser
shrugged.

Noor said “Did they
say?”

“Nope. Just
said they wanted em.”

“Who set that
up for you?”

“Set what
up?”

“The trade.
Or did you just happen to arrive with a cartful of concrete blocks
when someone else arrives with the only pair of new shoes in the
world?”

“No, yeah
someone set it up.”

“Who would
that be?”

“Guy I met at
the market. I give him some stuff for doin it.”

“Concrete
blocks?”

“He wanted
two-by-fours.”

“Another
builder.”

They didn’t talk for a
while. Then Noor stopped digging and looked up at Fraser. “Someone
busted the lock on the hooch room door.”

“I know. Who
do you think done it?”

“Oh I know
who done it.” She tipped another shovelful of dirt onto the mound
beside the grave, then looked at Fraser again. “There’s some
rabbits missin.”

“No there
ain’t.”

“What - you
count them every day?”

“Yeah, pretty
much.”

“How many was
there last time you counted? Help me out of here.” She placed a
foot at the edge of the hole and took her son’s hand and stepped
out. Now she was not much shorter than him. “How’s your dad doin?”
She held up a hand to prevent him from answering. “No more lies.
You think I’m an idiot?”

Fraser sighed and looked
at the ground.

Noor said “Snow busted
the lock. She’s been taking him hooch. She told you Blaine had the
shoes.”

Fraser mumbled
something.

“What?”

“Yeah.”

“And you gave
him rabbits.”

“Traded.” He
looked at her again. The skin of Noor’s face was not taut, and
there were wrinkles in the flesh around the eyes. But the imperious
Arab face was still beautiful. “I couldn’t stand to see you limpin
on them sore feet.”

She let the shovel fall
and hugged him. He cupped her head in his massive hand, kissed the
grey-streaked hair. Then she stepped away and slapped his
face.

“You stay
away from him! I’d rather limp till my dying day than have you
anywhere near him. I know you still love him, but he doesn’t love
you. He doesn’t know how to love. He just knows how to make people
suffer. He’ll get you killed, Fraser.”

“You never
needed to hit me.” Tears had pooled.

“I’ll do more
than hit you if you ever go near him again. You promise me now you
won’t!”

Fraser turned away and
sobbed openly.

“Promise
me!”

Fraser nodded. He glanced
toward the domicile. Two figures came out the door and down the
steps. It was 99 and his mother, Spring. Fraser wiped his face with
his poncho.

Noor said “And maybe it’s
time his woman went to join him.” She stepped back into the
grave.

In a tear-clogged voice
Fraser said “She wouldn’t last. She’d be dead in a
month.”

“You harvest
what you plant. That’s what your great-grampa Frost used to say.
Said it was from the bible. Speaking of bible ....”

“Don’t get
mad.”

Noor waited, staring him
in the eye.

“Yeah, we run
into the Fundy Gang.”

“And?”

“They wanted
the shoes.”

“Surrey?”

“Yeah.”

“That little
shit.”

“I threw the
cart at em.”

“You
what!”

“I had
to!”

A smile invaded a corner
of her lips. “Did you hit them?”

“All except
Surrey.”

“What did you
do to him?”

“I tossed him
off the highway.”

“Was Solomon
with them?”

“Yeah. I
invited him. You said I should invite people.”

“You should,
yeah.”

“He wouldn’t
come, cause we’re all goin to hell. He wanted to visit,
though.”

“Surrey will
never let him. Do you think he’s alive - Surrey?”

Fraser
shrugged.

Noor said “I hope he
isn’t. And the cart?”

“Busted a
shaft. I’ll fix it.”

Noor leaned on the shovel
as they waited for Spring and 99.

Fraser said “He says to
tell you they’re from him.”

“Blaine.”

“Yeah.”

“The
shoes.”

“Yeah. Says
he wants to come back to help with the plantin.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t
what?”

“Don’t tell
me what he said. Don’t tell me what he wants. Just stay the hell
away from him.”

Fraser refused to look at
his mother, who did not look away from him until Spring and 99 were
close.

Spring said “Noor, I’d
like to dig a little.”

“You?”

Spring nodded.

“I’m almost
done.”

“She was my
bestest friend most of my life. I want to dig a bit.”

“You climb
down in here we may not be able to haul you out.”

Fraser and 99 leapt
forward to grab an arm each as Spring leaned, crouched and extended
a foot into the hole. She wore a buttonless, sleeveless plaid work
shirt that retained a little of its red and black, and under this a
blue T-shirt with a picture of an ice hockey stick that writhed
with the swaying of her colossal breasts. She wore a pair of man’s
pinstriped dress pants, grey, extensively patched, held up with a
belt of yellow nylon twine. Noor flung the shovel aside, scrambled
out of the grave and helped 99 with the arm he had hold
of.

99 said “God damn it,
Momma!”

Once Spring was in the
hole Noor said to Fraser “Go and get her.”

Spring said “I should of
carried her out, but it’s alls I can do to carry my own
weight.”

Fraser loped toward the
domicile.

Spring worked slowly,
placing dirt on the pile Noor had created.

Soon Fraser came down the
domicile’s steps carrying the corpse, which was shrouded in clear
polyethylene. Behind him the other residents of Frost’s farm
straggled out of the building and followed him toward the
graveyard.

It started to rain
harder. Spring looked up into the rain and said “That’s a awful
smell.” Noor took the shovel and laid it on the grass. She and 99
each took a hand. Spring set a foot against the lip of the grave.
She grunted. Noor and 99 heaved. Spring said “Wait, wait, hold it.”
She crawled out on hands and knees.

The people who had
emerged from the domicile – five women and six men – gathered
around the grave, all of them clothed in patched and darned wool
ponchos and wool kilts and leather sandals except for an ancient
Oriental man who wore a red warm-up jacket with the elbows worn
through. Another old man carried a T-shape made of two-by-fours,
with the bottom end cut into a point. Both pieces of the T were
about a foot long.

He knelt at
one end of the hole. A white braid with the long shaft of a feather
tied into it hung down his back. At the tip of the shaft only a few
of the feather’s barbs remained. The oriental man handed him a
length of two-by-four, and with this he pounded the T into the
ground. The cross-piece of the T was wrapped in clear plastic.
Although distorted by the plastic and now by raindrops, a word
carved into the wood could be read. It said Ice.

Fraser stepped into the
grave, laid the body down, stepped out.

“Damn” said
Noor. “I dug it too short. I thought I’d allowed for her height,
but ....”

Ice’s head was bent
forward.

The Oriental man said
“Fraser, scoot her along a bit.” His thin white hair hung over his
shoulders, but he was bald on top. He had a long wisp of beard and
looked very frail. His voice was weak and sandy.

Fraser stepped down
beside the corpse again and shifted it. Now the head lay flat but
the knees were bent. Fraser looked at the Oriental man, whose eyes
were now level with his own. “OK, Wing?” Wing nodded. Fraser and
Wing looked at Noor, who also nodded. Fraser, Wing and Noor looked
at Spring, who only gazed down at her dead friend with tears on her
cheeks. Fraser stepped out and stood beside 99.

Spring wiped at the
tears. She said “When we were young we lived in Town with the rest
of the Church Gang. My man Powell. My son Ash. Ice’s man Hollyburn.
Robson. 101. One night Skagger Langley come with his soldiers and
he finished everyone but me and Ice and 99, who was still inside
me. Langley wanted the stuff we had in the church. We had a lot of
stuff cause we were the bestest scavengers in Town. Ice and me got
out of the church at the back and we run and we stayed with the
Park Crew. A little later old Frost and his people, includin some
of yous – Wing, Daniel, Kingsway, Deas, Salmon, Night – yous
finished off the soldiers. Old Frost got finished by Langley, but
Noor here put a spear through that son-of-a-bitch.”

There were murmurs of
approval.

Half-a-dozen dogs pushed
past legs and peered into the hole. Spring waited until they
trotted away with snouts raised to the smell on the northerly
breeze.

“Then we come
here to live, me and Ice. 99 got born. Noor’s little brother Will
died of the pneumonia. Blaine come from South. Fraser’s sister
Aisha got born. Fraser got born. Things went OK for a while. We
were tryin to put together a world like old Frost wanted. A world
wheres people worked together and helped each other out. Yous all
know this. The domicile was full then. We had salt meat. We had
milk. We had two horses, Beauty and the one Blaine brung. We got
along with the people over at Fundy’s. We even had a electric light
bulb that the water wheel lit up tills it got busted in that storm.
We even had medicine that yous took from Langley’s place after Noor
finished him. But these last few years ....”

Her hair - long, blond
and wavy, streaked with grey – was wet by now. Rain had cleaned the
tears from her cheeks. She was blue eyed and pretty although
missing a few teeth. Under the work shirt but on top of the
T-shirt, she wore three necklaces of beads and tarnished metal. She
looked up at Frost’s Bridge just beyond the graveyard. She looked
at the unscythed grass blowing among the graves, the dull light
winking off the plastic and water on the markers.

Above a raven croaked,
but no one looked up.

“Now the
domicile is almost empty. Pneumonia. Infections. Fevers. New kinds
of sickness that come along. These last few years, the muliria.
Which is what finished my friend Ice.”

She looked from face to
face. “I heard many times about what old Frost said. That we need a
big idea. Somethin to work for.”

“That’s
right” said Daniel.

“Do we got a
big idea? The only idea I got is hopin to see another summer. Hopin
my son gets to live a good long life and have kids and grandkids.
You heard of anybody the last while who gots grandkids?” Her voice
had risen.

Noor said “Salmon, walk
with Spring back to the domicile.”

Spring said, almost
shouting “But I’m waitin! I ain’t givin up hope! I’m waitin for
someone to come up with a big idea. So’s we don’t all end up like
Ice and like ....” She swept a hand toward the unkempt acre of
graves. Then she bowed her head and let her arms hang and sobbed.
Salmon and Night turned her toward the domicile.

Noor took a handful of
earth from the pile. It fell on the plastic with a clatter. One by
one the others came forward to drop earth and say “Goodbye Ice”
before they headed back to the domicile.

The rain eased. The wind
had swung back to westerly. There was now, borne from the western
delta, a smell of new spring leaves, a smell almost like honey. The
overcast was torn by a jagged strip of blue. Fraser watched it
grow. Then he shook his head and spat. He said “You dug it. I’ll
fill it in for you.”

Noor drove the blade of
the shovel into the mounded earth and did not even bother to look
at him.











Noor said “You’re smoking
up the whole place.”

Fraser said “Soon
done.”

The source of the smoke,
two cattail torches stuck into a plastic bottle on a table, gave
off a sputtering light. The only other light in the room came from
the damper of a wood stove. Fraser scooped chunks of wax from the
table into his hand, went to the stove and dumped them into a
battered aluminum pot. He crossed the sloping floor of the
apartment and found a pair of scissors in a drawer. With these he
tried to cut a length of string that lay beside a candle on the
table. The candle was six inches in diameter but only an inch in
height. The rim was ragged where the wax chunks had been broken
off.

Fraser said “I got to
sharpen these. Do we still got a file?”

“Daniel will
have one.”

Fraser continued working
at the string and finally managed to cut it. He brought the pot to
the table. He held the string vertical in the cavity of the candle
and poured in the wax. “Come and take this.”

Noor took the
pot.

Fraser blew on the wax
until a film formed.

One of the torches went
out, obscuring with smoke the light of the remaining
torch.

“Fraser.”

“I’m done.”
He held the flame of the burning torch to the candle’s new wick,
then opened the lid of the stove and pushed both torches
in.

Noor said “I’ll have to
open the door.”

“So? It ain’t
cold.” He picked up the candle by the wax-lumped plate it sat on
and went through a door into a dark room.

There was a smell like
pea soup.

Aisha lay on a mattress
by a wall. Fraser set the candle close to the wall, to reflect
light over his sister. He sat on the floor beside her. She lay
under a patched sheet. She looked at Fraser steadily. The eyes were
dark like his and like his mother’s. He stroked her forehead. The
skin was dry and hot.

“I’ll make
some more willow tea.”

She continued to stare at
him.

“Maybe some
water?”

Her eyes left his. Her
breathing was even. A hand slid from under the sheet. He held it,
said “It’s just about plantin time.”

She opened her mouth as
if to reply, closed it again.

“I got Momma
some good shoes.”

The hand twitched in
his.

“I’ll show em
to you tomorrow.”

She closed her eyes.
Fraser sat there listening to her breathe. The candle burned
steadily. He rocked a little in time to her breathing. He listened
to a soft rain touching the room’s window, which still had its
glass. He sang some words from a song. “The river is wide. I can’t
pass over ....”

Aisha opened her eyes.
She shifted under the sheet. She started to breathe faster. She
flexed her knees as if she were walking. She said “Gum gum
gum.”

“What?”

She released his hand and
began snatching at the air as if trying to catch a flying creature.
A bird. Maybe a moth, a bat. She did this a dozen times. She
brought out the other hand to join the chase. Her legs moved
faster. The candle threw the flailing shadows of her arms against
the ceiling.

Fraser grabbed one wrist,
then the other. He pushed the hands down. “Shh. Shh. There’s nothin
there. Can’t you see me? It’s me - Fraser.”

Aisha thrashed under the
sheet. She said “Worshgish goddah woosh.”

Fraser called
“Momma!”

Noor appeared in the
room. She squatted beside Fraser and laid her hand on his shoulder.
“I’ll stay with her for a while. Take the candle. We don’t need
it.”

Fraser rose. Noor sat
where he had been. He stood looking down. The arms of his sister
darted like snakes. The shadows whipped across his face. He heard
the stream of syllables, their single meaning. He took the candle
and left the room.
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Airport said “Jeez, Wing,
just pass the bottle.” He was sitting on Daniel’s
workbench.

Wing said “What are we, a
bunch of bums? A bunch of winos?”

“What’s a
wino?”

“A wino’s a
guy that can’t afford quality hooch like this here.”

Wing was seated on a
stool made of two-by-fours. Airport slid off the bench and held his
cup out to Wing, and Wing poured hooch into it. It was a white
ceramic mug with the handle broken off. Wing said “There you go,
Starbuck.”

“What?”

Wing touched the word on
the mug.

Airport sat on the bench
again and stared at the word.

Fraser got his shot from
Wing and leaned against the workbench beside Airport. 99 got his
and gave Daniel’s hammock a nudge with his foot.

Daniel said “Fraser, pass
this over to Wing.”

Wing said “His Majesty
can’t get out of that thing no more.”

“It’s a
struggle.”

Fraser said “His
what?”

Wing said “It means a
king.”

Daniel said “Did you know
this hammock use to be his? Frost’s?”

Fraser nodded. “Do I
know? You only told me a thousand times.”

“Touchy this
morning.”

“Sorry.”

“Never mind.
I know. It’s your sister.”

Fraser stared at his
feet. He took a drink. Everyone else took a drink.

It was a mild forenoon.
The sheets of heavy polyethylene that covered the door of Daniel’s
workshop had been tied back. Muted light entered through the door
and through the plastic covering the window in front of the
workbench and through a wide lightning-shaped, plastic-covered
crack in the same wall.

The men drank in silence
for a long time.

Daniel said “I guess we
better fix the water wheel.”

Wing said “I guess you
better fight your way of that there hammock first.”

Daniel said “So’s we can
water the spuds.”

Airport said “The spuds
will survive. They have so far. It’s ten years since that storm
busted your wheel.”

Wing said “It ain’t the
spuds he’s thinkin about. It’s the electric light.”

99 gave Daniel a push
with his foot. The hammock swung. Daniel said “Frost collected
light bulbs for forty years. Every time he seen one he’d check it,
trade for it if it looked like it might work. But he never lived to
see my wheel make electric light. Yous remember the light from when
yous were boys?”

99 said “Yeah. Down by
the river. One bulb burning every night. People come from Town to
see it.”

Daniel said “Like a
pilgrimage.”

“Like a
what?”

Wing said “Frost wanted
to make a better world. He remembered the Good Times, like me and
Daniel do. He wanted to bring back electricity.”

Fraser said “I don’t want
to hear about no Good Times.”

“OK,
Fraser.”

They were quiet again. A
stray breeze sifted into the shop, mixing the honey fragrance of
spring buds with the smell of old and dusty wood.

Daniel said “The
cottonwoods are comin back.”

Airport said “No one’s
left to cut em down for firewood.”

Wing said “The trees are
comin back but not the people.”

99 said “At least we got
the west wind. Not the north one and that smell of ....”

Fraser turned away,
leaned on the scarred planks of the workbench and appeared to stare
out the window, where only a blurred version of the outside world
was visible..

Daniel said “I wanted to
live to see things get better.” His braid lay over his shoulder and
across his stomach. He stroked the stubble of barbs.

Wing said “That’s what
Frost use to say.”

Airport
sighed.

Fraser turned from the
window.

Wing said “Question. Why
are we here in Daniel’s shop drinkin this early in the day? Have
things got that bad?”

Everybody shrugged,
drained the last of their hooch, looked toward Wing, who inverted
the bottle and let the last drop splash on his sandal. Then he
shrugged too.

Airport said “We got
plenty to eat. Spuds. Eggs. Rabbits. We won’t starve.”

99 said “Ice never
starved. Aisha ain’t starvin. Sorry, Fraser. What I mean is
....”

Fraser said “No, it’s OK.
You’re right. He’s right, Airport.”

Airport said “I know.
We’re dyin. One by one.”

They all tried to drink
from their empty cups.

Daniel said “We had two
horses. Used em to plow. Pull the wagons.”

Wing said “Cows. We had
salt meat. Milk.”

Airport said “Frost use
to take eggs and vegetables to the squatters out in the delta.” He
was a tall, well-built man with serious eyes. A little dark
remained among the grey hair that hung over his shoulders. His
beard was darker, with symmetrical sections solidly
white.

Daniel said “The domicile
was full.”

Wing said “We even had
medicine for a while.”

99 said “The willow trees
are growin good. They’re good for fever.”

Fraser shook his head,
said without looking up “Willow bark never helped Ice. It never
helped ....” He lifted his hand toward the wall of the workshop
beyond which lay the graveyard. “It don’t help muliria. It don’t
help what Aisha’s got.”

Daniel said “Frost use to
talk about movin. He meant movin the whole farm, and that was a lot
of people then. Up the valley, he said, follow the river. He wanted
to get away from Town. He said there was trees, good
soil.”

Wing said “That’s east,
Daniel. We can’t go east now. Not if we want to get to somewheres
the skeeters don’t like.”

“North” said
Fraser. “Wheres it’s cool.” He had lifted his head. “The muliria
skeeters don’t like it wheres it’s cool.” They all looked at him.
They seemed heartened by his contribution. But then he said “Oh
no.” The morning had darkened. The plastic of the window flapped.
The honey smell was gone. A new odour accumulated. The men closed
their eyes and grimaced. They muttered curses.

Daniel heaved his legs
over the side of his hammock. His kilt slid up to reveal a skinny
thigh. He grunted, tried to stand. He bellowed.

Wing said “Jesus Christ,
Daniel!”

Fraser and 99 helped
Daniel to rise. Bent and stiff he shuffled to the door and tugged
loose a slip knot. The sheets settled over the doorway. “Bloody
north wind.”

He glared at the men as
if the smell were their fault. Wing held out his hand. Daniel
helped him get up from his stool. The old men regarded the others
sorrowfully.

99 said
“What?”

“Yous got a
right to live. Me and Wing, we’re old. But yous .... It ain’t
fair.”

“You think we
ought to clear out of here? Go north?”

There was a patter of
rain against plastic.

Wing said “Yous heard of
the Skormish Gang? They control some of the territory north of
Town, on the trail north.”

Airport said “I heard of
em.”

Fraser said “There’s a
trail?”

Wing said “Use to be.
It’s a old highway. Like the one out there.” He nodded toward the
region beyond the door.

99 set his mug on the
workbench and lay in Daniel’s hammock. “So anyone goin north would
need to get past this Skormish Gang.”

Airport said “If they’re
still around. Could be they’re all dead.”

“So what are
they suppose to be like? As bad as the Fundy Gang?”

Wing went
“Ha!”

Daniel chuckled
ruefully.

Airport said “The Fundy
bunch ain’t no gang. They’re just a handful of bad little boys.
Four bad boys and poor Solomon. I hear you pitched Surrey off the
road, Fraser.”

“I did,
yeah.”

The three elder men
smiled benignly at Fraser.

99 said “Yeah, we dealt
with em.”

Wing said
“We?”

Airport extended a foot
and gave 99 a hard push. 99 grabbed the hammock’s mesh and held
on.

Fraser said “So what’s
this Skormish Gang suppose to be like?”

Wing said “Use to be a
guy called Hemlock the Messenger. This was in Frost’s time. Spent
his life walkin everywheres, carryin messages for people. He
couldn’t sit still, had to keep walkin. He wandered north one time,
said he met em.” He sat back down on his stool. “Said they’re a bad
bunch. Real dangerous. Cruel.”

Fraser said
“What’s cruel?”

“Mean. He
said they’re mean as hell.”

Daniel said “They burnt
people.”

“What, like
...?”

“Yeah, burnt
em to death.”

Wing said “Loved to hear
people scream.”

99 said “But they never
hurt this Hemlock?”

“No one hurt
Hemlock. Everyone needed him to carry messages.”

Fraser said “Who carries
messages now?”

Daniel, Wing and Airport
shrugged and looked down.

99 said “That’s more’n
twenty years ago. They got to be gone by now.”

Daniel started back
toward the hammock. 99 got out of it and held it still so Daniel
could sit, lean sideways, swing his legs up and ease himself onto
his back. Once he was settled he said “Frost started this farm
more’n sixty years ago. And we’re still here. No reason they
wouldn’t be still there.”

99 placed Daniel’s braid
across his chest for him.

Airport said “That
smell.”

Wing said “Breathe
through your mouth.”

The rain came down
harder. It drummed on the roof and rattled against the plastic.
There was not much light now in the shop.

Fraser turned away again,
covered his face and sobbed quietly.

Nor was there appreciable
light remaining in the faces of the other men. 99’s own eyes
brimmed. Daniel reached up, took 99’s hand and wrapped his other
hand around what was left of his eagle feather. He started his
chant.

The others hardly glanced
at him. It was a wordless song of pain and loss. His powdery voice
could not produce the parts that should have been shouted. These
came out as broken whispers. Wing kept time by knocking on his
stool. The rain eased but the smell thickened. It filled the
workshop from floor to roof. Daniel stopped chanting. Like the
others, even Fraser, he looked around desperately. As if there
might be a secret tunnel through the air. Some way out of this
moment. This life. The stink of death crushing each of them with
its inescapable weight.

There was a sound
outside. They all looked toward the door. A dog blasted through the
plastic sheets. Another. In seconds the shop was full of dogs
barking with joy. The animals
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