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Sacred Commodities by Matt Longo

Chapter One- The Wolves of Anyplace/Anywhere
…in which our (sort of) dashing hero reveals his trade (and is introduced to the
reader…say hello)
Sitting in his convertible, the vinyl purring beneath his bottom, Joel Colson leans back
into the headrest, pressing his skull into the cushy material, losing himself in the words of How
to Win, How to Conquer, tape two in a ten-tape set of motivational material he purchased
several years ago. He scrunches up his nose, taking it all in as he’s done countless times before.
“We all have desires, we all have wants...for once in our lives, let us try and achieve
these goals,” the tape coos. “Let us reach our full potential, in whatever field we choose. Let us
make our advances!”
And as ridiculous as all this sounds, our hero really needs it. He has to fill his head with
something before a job. He can’t just stroll into the funeral parlor and begin; he’s not a miracle
worker. Well, we know he’s not a miracle worker. And his initials are J.C., but he’s not that J.C.
This J.C.’s clean shaven, with one of those baby-faces, very cherubic, very inviting. Smooth skin,
button nose, pursed lips. But he’s too wooden in his skinny, angular body, like a mannequin.
Like Ichabod Crane, with gelled black hair. Though some people could find that look attractive,
given the right lighting.
Joel hurries to the front door of the funeral home, holding it open for a weeping,
middle-aged woman, stepping to the side to let her by. “After you, ma’am,” he says. In her
grief, she barely acknowledges him, briefly peering up out of swollen, red eyes, before
disappearing into the bustling main room. Following her in, he lurks in the reception area for a
few minutes, peeking into the wake from around a corner. And when he finally feels ready, he
flashes his bright smile to a young hostess seated near the entrance, the last obstacle before
the casket. “Friend of the deceased,” he explains. “Sorry, I didn’t have time to call ahead.” She
smiles back with a consoling click of her tongue, handing over a pass; he clips the “Visitor” tag
onto his suit jacket, thankful for being so outwardly appealing.
The boss, Spatz, has always told Joel that his greatest asset is his face. “An agreeable
mug, sort of like an innocent lamb,” is the way he puts it, speaking only in terms of sales. The
man doesn’t really speak in any other terms.
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When Spatz first hired Joel to help him with the affairs, several years ago, the boss
asked him if he had the stomach for this line of work. This was soon after Spatz spotted Joel
giving low-grade palm readings on a decrepit table by the side of the road, somewhere near the
boss’s woodshop. Joel was a few years out of his last foster home, surprised and delighted to
find someone taking an interest in him like that. Treating him like he had something valuable to
offer. “I don’t consider myself a bad person,” Joel had said, after thinking for a moment. “I
think, like most ambitious people, I’m neither moral nor immoral, you know? And we’ll always
be providing some kind of service. That comforts me.” The boss nodded in approval, grinning
with luminous, gray dentures, glowing out of his mouth like a light bulb from inside. It was
immediately apparent to Joel that the man lost all of his teeth. The resulting dentistry, he
thought, was piss-poor. Even Joel, a self-proclaimed student of social pleasantries, had trouble
keeping his eyes off them. “And the rest is just…it’s like being a hunter,” Joel noted, sneaking a
look at the dentures. “It’s like finding prey.”
Inside the wake now, he’s striding up to the very same elderly couple he noticed while
on the way in, getting right down to business. That’s our man. Having the time to find
confidence is no option, not with the immediate nature of his work. “Excuse me, are you family
of the deceased?” Joel coos, imitating his tape, holding his briefcase tight against his leg.
In the dim lighting of the funeral home, with the non-threatening, solid beige walls, the
old couple bunches up together at the sound of his voice: a single, wrinkled entity standing
huddled before the corpse. Dressed in flannel and jeans, faded colors and tucked-in shirts, they
look like the rest of Joel’s fellow townspeople: willfully out of step with modern times, having
little contact with the outside world in this small corner of Anyplace/Anywhere, Nebraska. And
all their faded flannel, all their washed out denim, is no match for Joel’s red power tie and
ocean blue suit.
“Yes, you could say that,” the old man answers, gruffly. “Brian was a wonderful boy.
Didn’t have a bad bone in his body, our little neighbor. How did you know him?”
“Yes. Yes, our town has truly lost one of its finest young citizens. You know, terrible
tragedies like this one can always help to put things into perspective,” Joel says, shaking his
head with a moderate amount of grief, careful not to come on too strong. His feeling about
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sadness, the sadness conjured for a pitch, is that it has to be earned, and going too far could
cost a man a sale. Ignoring questions doesn’t seem to concern him.
“They certainly do, the old woman chimes in, wet tissue in hand, more obliging now that
this mysterious gentleman has shown himself to be in mourning.
“Look, my name is Joel Colson, and I’m here, on behalf of the home, to provide you folks
with a service.” He keeps his eyes peeled for the owner of the funeral parlor. “I know you both
have plenty on your minds already, what with your terrible loss and all. But if you’ll just give me
a listen, a consultation, free of charge, I think you’ll find it’s worth your while.”
“Well…what’s the service?” asks the old woman. She shrugs at her husband, who seems
a little less willing to listen to this angular young man. The old guy looks at Joel with a bulging,
distrustful, bloodshot eye. But the eye seems weary, exhausted after years of attempting to
protect the ones he loves from harm. The eye is past its prime. So Joel whisks the couple to the
corner of the room, sitting them down in comfortable chairs…the big, elegant ones, with frills
on the arms and flowery patterns symmetrically dotting the cushions. The chairs no one ever
sits in.
“Are you folks God-fearing?” Joel says, peering over the top of his briefcase. What a
curious question…
“Of course we are,” the woman gushes, and she suddenly seems less heartbroken, a
light brightening up her face. For a minute she looks sprightly, a tough old lady in her worn-out
jeans. “You know, we used to read the Bible with poor Brian when he was just a
little…baby…oh,” she sniffs, pressing her husband’s hand against her cheek.
“So, you are familiar with the Bible?” Joel continues. “That’s real wonderful because
that’s what I’m here to talk to you about. Have you read John? Have you read what he has to
say about the end? That’s right; I’m talking about what happens after that trumpet blast, after
those clouds open up.” They both nod. “In John 10:9, he tells us that, ‘God, with great vivacity,
will lift the faithful to his side.’”
“Vivacity?” asks the old man.
Our hero, he’s not a fantastic salesman, as you’ve probably already noticed. He’s okay,
it’s just that there’s a reason he hangs out at funeral homes and finds old, sad people. He can’t
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even be bothered to actually read the Bible, or even construct a very solid argument, for that
matter. And you could say a lot of terrible things about him, but he does know his limitations.
He knows he needs an advantage. Grief is a good one.
“That’s right, vivacity,” Joel grins. He focuses his warm smile solely on the woman now.
“Make no mistake, when you good folks rise up to take your rightful spots in the presence of
the Lord, you’re gonna be coming in hot. And there’s only one Rapture, so you’ll be flying out
there with all kinds of people, living and dead. The Bible says that loud and clear. It’ll be chaos.
Once you’re in, you’re safe, you’re fine, you’re where you belong. But until you get there, who
knows what shape you’ll be in when you land? It’s a crapshoot until you’re up in those clouds.”
The couple shift in their flowery seats.
“It’s your responsibility, here, now, to make sure you’re prepared for the landing. I have
with me top of the line equipment that can be put to use for the exact kind of protection you’re
gonna need. You see these pads?” Joel pulls the equipment from his briefcase, leaning in and
speaking in a whisper. “These were blessed, and don’t go around saying this to everyone, but
these were blessed at the Vatican,” he reveals, raising his eyebrows.
“Oh…but, we’re not Catholic,” the old woman interrupts.
“Even so, a blessing’s a blessing, and it certainly can’t hurt. And from such a high
authority! Now, I know you’re saying to yourself, ‘How come everyone doesn’t know about
this? How come everyone doesn’t have these pads?’ Well, I say to you, how come everyone
doesn’t accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior? God helps those who help themselves, and
I’m giving you folks an opportunity, in the face of a tragedy, a wake-up call…to help yourselves.”
He pauses, his words evident in the deep contours of their weathered faces, in the old woman’s
creased forehead. “It’s fifty for the headgear and twenty for the elbows and the knees. That’s
seventy dollars each for a safe ride to the pearly gates. I don’t even think I’m being fair to
myself with these numbers, but…” he gestures to the open casket across the room, “...we must
be merciful.”
As the couple turns to their little neighbor again, Joel examines them, especially the old
man’s wife, spotting the dark, spidery bruise of a blood thinner on the back of the woman’s
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hand. How particularly tender it looks. The old man doesn’t catch this, his head still facing the
boy, a tuft of white hair popping out over the top button of his flannel shirt.
“Those of us with health issues need to be even more alert,” Joel adds. “Once you’re
headed in a certain direction, these things ought to be taken care of.”
“I’ll admit, I’m concerned for her safety,” the old man confesses, tapping his wife’s
knee. “We had a scare a few months ago. You could say she isn’t as strong as she could be right
now.” Joel kneels near the old man’s chair, nodding as if he feels his pain. “But I’m not so sure
that I need them. I feel healthy. I feel solid. If so many others can make it up there without this,
then so can I,” he decides.
At this, Joel feigns a slight disinterest and closes up his briefcase. “Okay, that’s fine, but I
wouldn’t recommend just purchasing pads for one of you. It seems a little…irresponsible,” he
murmurs, talking to the front of his tie.
“How do you mean?”
“Well, God forbid you don’t make it, you wouldn’t want to be separated, right? After all
this time?” he says, pointing to the old woman, who, by now, has lost focus on this
conversation and is staring distantly toward the lifeless boy at the front of the room. “She’d be
in, but…you spend a lifetime together only to say goodbye for eternity? Why would you leave
such an important trip to chance? Don’t you understand what you could be missing out on?
Everything. You could be missing out…on…everything. You skimp when it comes down to the
final minutes. Doesn’t that seem silly to you?”
In his usual form, it’s a second-rate pitch. Nothing so brilliant that it could tear down the
mightiest intellect. Nothing that couldn’t be conjured in a lowly car-dealership. Nothing at all,
really. Only as a neighbor to fear and death, in the presence of a dead boy and a brittle lover,
can it work wonders.
The old man wrings his hands, massaging his worn, cracked knuckles. He sighs. He looks
over to his fragile wife sitting sadly in the chair next to him, his bulging, distrustful eye sinking
back into his head, its lid looking heavy. And then he faces Joel. “Will you take a check?” he
asks.
Our hero.
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And Rapture pads. Who could believe such things exist?
*

*

*

“It’s really just a matter of, and I’ll say this about every aspect of the job, it’s a matter of
appearance,” Joel explains, talking into the receiver. “It’s about saying, ‘How will this look to a
potential buyer?’”
He puffs up his chest, his red power tie bulging up near his Adam’s apple. Pacing in front
of Anyplace/Anywhere’s sole funeral home, he sucks the last bit of life from his cigarette,
scanning the double doors for a “No Smoking” sign. The scenery outside the parlor looks like
the set of an old, abandoned western on a Hollywood lot: chipped, rotting establishments of
wood scattered across the horizon, but with a few modern touches. Like this phone booth.
Anyplace/Anywhere hasn’t really upgraded in a while, and Joel appreciates this. It keeps
everyone in the right frame of mind, for pad selling and such.
“Would the deceased’s family have thought it was offensive or morally wrong for me to
walk into the wake with a lit cigarette? Who knows? But, Spatz, you know I didn’t want to take
that chance.” He taps on the sides of the phone booth, knowing he’s going to head back in
soon. Not one to let a quick check-in with the boss ruin his momentum. But the boss just emits
a disinterested grunt from the other end of the line, the sound of a band saw spiraling in the
background.
The mid-afternoon sun is relentless and Joel quickly stomps out the cigarette in
question, lifting his briefcase up from the sidewalk. He’s beginning to feel a sticky film of styling
gel melt out of his scalp, seeping downward and stopping just below his hair line; his jet-black
hair looks drenched. He raises an arm to check for stains under his jacket and the heat makes
the suit cling to his lanky frame. “I tell you, Spatz, it’d be a damn shame to lose a sale over
something as silly as ‘perceived’ disrespectfulness. Speaking of disrespectfulness, I never asked
how you…”
“Mmh,” Spatz grumbles. “Well, hell, Joel, talking strategy is all well and good, and I
know you’ve got that down. But you’ve still been off.”
There’s a moment of silence before Spatz begins again, the pressure of expected success
being placed on Joel’s shoulders. This boss runs a tight ship, and Joel isn’t exactly a model
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employee. For conning purposes, anyhow. Not with that vivacity line. “Anyway, the train
company’s been coming all around, buying everything in their way,” the boss says. “If we had
some real estate, we could make a killing.”
The telephone feels greasy, slipping around inside Joel’s palm, and he briefly imagines
the kind of people who would normally be making a phone call just outside of the funeral
home: desperate individuals, lost or resigned, watching their tiny community’s population
dwindle. Maybe even tearing up a little while on the line. An interesting thought, but Joel soon
dismisses it, hearing cars off in the distance, and his stomach growls in anticipation.
“Train guys? Yeah, I’ve seen them building, but why would they need a small town
station for their…”
“Nope, no station, just land for the tracks,” the boss clarifies, correcting Joel in his crusty
growl. “No need to stop here. It’s for an old steam engine, wood shipping across Nebraska.
They still use those in places familiar with the old ways.”
Several black limousines pull up in front of the funeral home, late arrivals, and their
despondent cargoes begin to file out. From the varied ages of the crowd, it’s clear to Joel that
the boy was as young as he looked in the casket up there inside the wake, young enough to
make middle-aged men weep openly in front of their wives and children. Without really
listening for it, he can hear the organ music from inside, its abrasive, deep melody rumbling
underneath his conversation. He feels it rattling his suitcase, in the cement beneath his feet, in
the bones of his chest. And Joel has kind of a hard-on for all this, as the lovely expression goes.
Maybe that’s not the phrase. Not in a “ruin his suit” kind of a way. Maybe it’s more like hunger.
Even those with mediocre talents can feel passion.
“Do we stand to gain anything from these tracks? Anything from the railroad
company?” Joel asks, eyeing another elderly couple helping one another into the home. They
move so delicately, so gently, separated from the rest of the herd.
The boss sighs, along with the sound of heavy machinery being powered off in the
background; the band saw’s being given a slight rest. “I was thinking I could build some kind of
shack across their route, something that could pass for a building, something small, do-able in a
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day,” he grunts. “When the workers get there, we act like it was there all along. Demand pay,
and then we’re out.”
“All right! Putting that carpentry license to work, huh? Who says it’s a front?” Joel
laughs, the fusion of sweat and hair gel running down his forehead.
“Shut up. I’m gonna have to round up the high-schoolers. Pay them a little more. They
weren’t too happy,” Spatz notes, referring to the last time crunch a couple weeks ago, when
two young boys helped to finish a legitimate, but largely skimped on, contracting assignment:
the raw materials being of such low quality that the project was crumbling before it could
stand. Legitimate jobs are not their forte.
“Too bad you’ve got no physical aptitude.”
“Right, I’m a delicate flower,” Joel admits, fiddling with the phone cord. He’s getting
distracted, pulled away by all these weary people flowing past him into the funeral home, each
one another chance to succeed. Not a hard-on, just a hunger.
“Might finish in time. It’ll be tight. But unless you throw your body under a train, we’ve
got nothing else.”
Joel rolls his eyes, figuring the boss might actually be considering that as an option now.
“Okay, well, I’ve gotta get back in. Wish me luck.” He inhales, gathering himself, waiting for his
superior’s usual send-off, some curt, distracted mumble. Always hurts Joel’s feelings, like he
isn’t important anymore or something. It’s one odd relationship between these men; Joel acts
like a neglected spouse. But the fresh mourners have finished unloading into the parlor, present
for round two. Duty calls.
“Mmh…come to me this afternoon, Joel, with anything and everything.”
*

*

*

On his way back into the reception area, as Joel places his previous earnings in his top
jacket pocket, he feels a firm grip clamp down on his shoulder, stopping him before he reaches
the main room of the wake. Though, the dim light still beckons him from around the corner. Up
until this point, he was so sure he’d made it in and out okay, so sure his presence had gone
unnoticed. He clenches his jaw, realizing that someone, someone particularly dissatisfied with
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his services, must have recognized him from another funeral. After all, Anyplace/Anywhere isn’t
very big.
“It’s you again! Sick, sick man!” the owner of the funeral parlor growls, spinning Joel
around, his black, overworked eyes filled with violence. He presses Joel up against the wall,
twisting Joel’s suit jacket to hold him in place. “Explain to me, once more, what, exactly, is your
purpose?”
“My purpose?” Joel replies, coolly.
Thinking on the question, his mind leaps to Spatz, his somber higher-up…the boss
erecting some kind of barely standing monstrosity out in the middle of nowhere…waiting for
the train workers…face dripping with sweat, gray teeth gleaming in the hot sun…eyes fixed on
the horizon…hungry…ravenous. Joel forces himself to get his bearings back.
“My purpose? I-I provide a service!” he argues. “There’s an exchange! Look at those
people over there!” He searches for them, his happy customers. “They’re thrilled! They’re…”
In trying to locate the satisfied couple, Joel has noticed that all heads are turned toward
the front of the room, where a distraught middle-aged woman is reaching into the casket,
cradling the corpse’s face. He recognizes her from earlier; he held the door for her on his way
in. Her cheeks look bloated, puffed up from tears. Like she drowned.
“Miss…miss, please…” the owner whispers, releasing his grip on Joel.
Horrified, they watch her carefully rock the head back and forth and, in between great,
long sobs, she hushes at the body, as if she were urging it to sleep. Joel walks close. If she was
any paler, she’d be as white as the boy she’s holding. And his mind loses all. No more hungry
Spatz. No more violent owner. Just nothingness. The woman whispers something in the boy’s
ear, pressing her cheek to his lips, trembling. The boy’s dried, mortuary make-up begins to
smear against the side of her face, the flesh-colored foundation peeling away to reveal gray,
dead skin.
As if in the eye of her storm, she suddenly calms, looking up and meeting…the eyes of
Joel.
“What?” he whispers, staring at her unbearable face. His stomach churns at the
connection they’re making, and he wonders how long he can physically stand the sight of
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her…something in his mind beginning to come undone, something unraveling. But, soon, her
gaze drifts back into the casket, and she sits dreamily for a moment more, before her
expression begins to twist, before her head rears back. Before friends and family attempt to
restrain her.
Although stunned, Joel manages to break free from her spell, coming to his senses and
moving his feet. Tripping out of the room, he skids towards the exit before the owner can grab
him, fingertips grazing his shoulder. Without looking back, Joel lunges through the double
doors, evading each of the man’s grasps, leaving the whole mess behind him. As he stumbles
across the parking lot, he can hear the owner yelling hopelessly from inside, much too
preoccupied to pursue:
“Hey, get...! Please, let me pour her some water, it’ll calm her down…just sit her over
there…get back here! Bloodsucker! Leech!”
*

*

*

And, so, we return to where we began; his motivational tape is probably still warm in its
cassette deck, safely inside the car. The red convertible is hidden in some underbrush. Joel
always parks the thing at least a quarter of a mile from a job. He figured out long ago that it’s
much easier to escape on foot, that way you can slip through everybody’s fingers. In the early
days, he would have to return after dark to retrieve his car, fearing the people he’d left in his
wake.
He tosses his briefcase in the trunk, atop a pile of assorted helmets, pads and other
children’s karate gear that he and Spatz once lifted from the back of a chain martial arts school.
Shortly before the equipment began being sold for the Rapture. He takes a deep breath and
attempts to wipe the melted hair gel from his forehead with a tissue, dabbing lightly. It just
smears. “Damn,” he mutters. Having much experience with this, he knows he has to wait for it
to harden now, so he can peel it off. Lovely.
Before stepping into the driver’s side, he checks himself in the side mirror, hunching
over to get a good look. He sees a shaving nick, smeared hair gel, a soon-to-be pimple, and
white teeth. Rubbing his eyes, he moves in closer to be sure…white teeth. And that’s it. He
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removes a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and stares at it for a moment, before tossing it
into some nearby bushes. He’s decided he’d rather not risk staining his teeth any longer.
‘Who knows when they’ll turn?’ he asks himself, opening up the car door. Our man acts
funny sometimes.
And as Joel pulls from the underbrush, he thinks of the middle-aged woman. Big,
powerful gasps, purging her lungs. He begins to feel queasy, so he drops the top down and lets
his hand stray out the window. He shakes his head violently. He puts tape three in now, How to
Win, How to Conquer: The Life Lessons of William Reed, by the wealthy self-help guru, the
Texan who struck gold recounting his undistinguished plan for success. It’s a ten-tape set full of
vague ideas that are more than enough for Joel’s vague ambition. More than enough to keep
him looking up toward some speck of a goal on the horizon. To keep him hanging around at
these funeral homes. And he turns the volume up. Loud. “You tell it, Billy,” he croaks, turning
onto the highway.
He honks. He sighs. He merges.
Chapter Two/Arts and Crafts
…in which we see our hero out and about on the streets of Anyplace/Anywhere. Also, we
get to meet the boss…lucky us.
“You cash a lot of checks for a hundred and forty dollars, Mr. Colson. Why is that?”
“That’s because, in my business, you mostly deal with couples. That’s a couple’s rate.”
“What’s your business?”
The bank teller’s lively and interested. She counts out Joel’s cash, holding steady eye
contact while doling out the money, stopping only to lick her fingers. Her shiny pink face
betrays nothing but the bubbliness of a carefree youth, not a single line in her forehead. But
even the sterile brightness of this place is somehow welcoming, after the gloominess of the
parlor. However, Joel’s only engrossed by her actions, leaning his elbows on the marble
counter, watching as the pile grows. With all of the spoils present here before him, he
remembers the way he felt in the morning, energized for the fight, milling about outside the
funeral home. Back before the day took that unexpected turn into strangeness and nausea.
Back before that woman began peeling away layers of her child’s make-up.
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“Health products,” says Joel, glad to talk, and not think. “I sell health products.” He
lowers his face near the slot in the bulletproof pane that separates them, so he can get a better
look at her.
“So, why do only couples buy health products?” She pops her gum and pulls it back into
her mouth with her tongue, cocking her head to the side. Seeing her cheeriness, Joel attempts
to come up with a gentle, non-threatening answer. How thoughtful of him.
“People who live by themselves aren’t as likely to purchase them,” he says.
“Why?”
Interesting question. This isn’t exactly the kind of small talk that Joel was looking for in
his first non-pad-related encounter of the day. It’s good to see him when he’s not working,
though.
He clears his throat, not really wanting to get into hard strategy with this girl, especially
after what happened earlier. “Um, I think because living isn’t as important to them,” he
answers fast, straightening his tie. Like he hoped it wouldn’t, this makes the teller frown, and
he watches her eyes drop.
“Huh…that’s so sad.”
“Yes. It is.”
“Sheesh,” she huffs, looking burdened behind the blurry pane.
“But who knows, really? That’s just one of the reasons, you know,” he adds, perceiving
this act as a mercy. And, after a moment, she starts up her money count once more. He
imagines what a relief it must be to be rid of a thought like that. What a relief it must be to not
have to think about those things.
“Okay, sure, yeah. Well, what does Mrs. Colson do?” she chirps again, popping the gum.
“There is no Mrs. Colson.”
“Oh. All righty, here’s this week’s haul!”
She slides the pile in his direction, a total amassed from a week of pulling from the
various pensions and lifesavings of his doddering customers. As Joel takes his earnings from the
counter, she reaches out through the slot to touch his hand, gliding her palm over his knuckles.
At the slightest union of skin, he yanks his arm away, pretending he doesn’t notice…but looking
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up from his cash to say goodbye, her disappointment actually bothers him today, doing
something odd inside of his chest. He considers walking over and placing his hand back where it
was, leaving it there and smiling meekly. However, as with every possible bond, he ultimately
decides that it’ll be easier to move ahead and forget that it happened. For the sake of his work,
and for the sake of his unique, ghostly position in the town, things are always best left at their
respective distances. A splendid way of life.
“Gotta go see the boss,” he shrugs, turning from the teller.
“Uh, okay.”
“See you next week!” he yells, stepping into the revolving door, leaving her there with
her confused expression.
So Joel isn’t exactly good with people. We know he’s even sub-par at robbing them, but
he’s really hopeless at everything else. Don’t feel bad for him, though, it’s his own choice. This
is how he wants to live, if you can imagine that. Not that you were feeling bad for him. Not
after you’ve seen his incessant diddling on the wallets of the elderly.
And for a man with unclear goals, visions of conquest fostered by the eloquent, hollow
words of motivational speakers, Anyplace/Anywhere is almost a goldmine. It doesn’t take much
to drain blood in this town: these funeral homes are bursting with weak, tender meat. Joel’s
thoughts, obviously.
Thumbing through the bills, his mind still on the teller, he leaves the bank to find a
police car parked directly behind his red convertible, blocking him into his space. State trooper,
not local. He shivers. The lot is completely empty, except for the two cars, and he eyes a
number of available white boxes he could have chosen. Joel usually manages to avoid habits
like speeding, or loitering for too long in front of any establishment, out of the fear of being
picked up by the local department’s radar. Having remained fairly inconspicuous for some time
now, he’s managed to coast through each work day unnoticed by the law. To Joel, a simple
parking ticket is such a risky and unnecessary exchange. A step closer to being exposed for what
he is.
‘Oh, c’mon! They’ve got nothing better to do?’ he groans, marching up to his parking
space, not realizing that the “better thing” they could be doing is arresting him for his business.
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“Is there a problem, officer?” Joel says, sweetly.
“Did you know this was a no parking zone?” the cop asks, removing his sunglasses. The
officer’s features are hardened and stubbly, like tan, furry leather. As an officer of the law in
Anyplace/Anywhere, it seems the only thing he catches everyday is a sunburn, especially since
Joel and the boss keep their seedy behavior well under wraps.
“No, sir, I thought…”
The officer cuts him off, waving his arms, his badge shining a blinding reflection into
Joel’s eyes. “Listen, just be honest with me, okay? Did you know it was illegal to park here?”
“Well, like I was saying…”
“Tell me the truth. Just say it, and we can be done with this,” the officer reasons, our
hero still squinting. It’s like this burnt man thinks he’s dealing with a small child. Chiding Joel
like a stern, leathery schoolmarm. “Let it out. What’s the worst that could happen? Don’t you
want this to be over?”
Quite the encouraging cop. But Joel still hesitates. He’s unsure of how, exactly, to
confess, being that he so rarely participates in that kind of behavior. You’ll have to excuse him;
he’s new to the concept. However, he figures the guy probably has his number already anyway,
so he decides to go for it. He follows the cop’s lead, selling remorse instead of trying to talk fast,
which would probably make things worse. And he’s aware of that fact. Some salesman. “Yes, I
knew I couldn’t park there, but I did it anyway,” Joel sighs, enunciating each word.
“See, was that so bad?” the cop asks, his burnt lips smiling. “I’ll let you off with a
warning. It’s early and…no harm done, right?” The officer hands him a thin, pink paper, with
messy handwriting noodled in the margins. “But if you do it again, I’m taking you in.”
“Yes. I’ll be good from now on,” Joel concedes, glancing at his watch. The law
enforcement clearly isn’t top-notch around here. But, then again, there isn’t much rulebreaking going on. Well, nothing harsh, like murder, anyway. And the people of
Anyplace/Anywhere are a forgiving bunch. And they certainly aren’t oblivious.
So the two men stand in fixed positions now, Joel drumming his fingers on the trunk of
his convertible as he waits for some kind of permission to leave. He hears a nearby clock, the
ringing clangs making him antsy. He guesses that Spatz is probably waiting for him at the shop,
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wondering where he is. And having only secured a single check today before the owner of the
funeral home nabbed him, Joel doesn’t want to start off on the wrong foot by showing up late,
too. The cop folds his arms and glances around, soaking in the sun, sun he clearly doesn’t
need…with Joel standing awkwardly by his side. “So, can I…?”
“Have you seen the train tracks yet?” the officer blurts, his walkie-talkie clicking on after
he speaks, fuzzing something unintelligible. Doesn’t seem to be in a hurry.
“No, I haven’t gotten the chance to, sir.”
“I was thinking about going out there tonight, after my shift. Snoop around. How about
it?” he marvels, his cracked, charred face beaming. He’s really only a shade lighter than Joel’s
car. “Anyplace/Anywhere with train tracks. Too bad it’s just for wood. I kind of wanted to ride
the thing.”
“Well, it’ll be just as fun to watch it go by,” Joel nods, bouncing on his heels.
“I like your attitude,” says the cop.
“And I like that you didn’t ticket me.”
“Funny. Maybe I’ll see you there?” he asks, his eyes turning to look into the deep red of
the convertible, but his radio buzzes loud when says this, drowning out his voice.
“I’m sorry, what?”
“I said, maybe I’ll see you at the tracks.”
“Uh, I don’t know. I’m not big on train watching. And as for transportation, I prefer this,
unless you take it away from me,” Joel chuckles, gesturing to the drop-top. They laugh
together, our man slowly inching over to his car door until, again, the radio feeds back sharply
in their ears. The cop taps it silent with his thumb. “Is that important, officer? Should you take
that?”
It was nice to see Joel squirm under the weight of an awkward conversation, but
without answering, the cop finally begins to walk back to his squad car, placing his sunglasses
back on his face, pulling his cap down tight near his ears. “All right, funny guy. Go easy with that
thing,” the officer sighs. There’s a tinge of sadness in his voice, like he’s having some difficulty
letting go of his captive company. Joel forces another laugh and climbs into his convertible,
carefully waiting for him to leave before turning the ignition.
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And he senses a desperation about the guy, the loneliness evident in the officer’s
scrunched up, crimson cheeks as he steps into his police vehicle. Looking at him now, Joel
almost wishes he had lied to him, told him he would be at the tracks. Maybe just to ease the
cop’s mind. Like if he had clasped the bank teller’s hand, surely it might not have left a lasting
impression, surely he could still go unnoticed in this town. He watches the officer drive away,
lights whooping on at a stoplight prior to disappearing down the road.
Checking his watch, Joel hopes that the boss isn’t too ornery. He turns out of his illegal
space, noticing his usual bank teller in his side mirror: she stands outside on the curb for a
cigarette break, staring off into the distance. Mindful not to catch her eye, he lowers his head
as he exits the lot, sliding down in his car, knees beneath the wheel. Avoiding contact is an art.
Finally on his way over to Spatz, on the open road again, he pops his self-help tape out,
switching to music. After narrowly dodging a parking violation, his spirits are up. He thinks
about how little it takes to change a mood, feeling much better than he did on the ride back
from the funeral home this morning. His stomach finally settled.
“What did I eat?”
*

*

*

Joel walks in on Spatz at the workshop, Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry, the bleak little
shed perched outside the town border, their base of operations. He pushes open the rusty
screen door, watching silently from the doorway as the boss slices long, fat blocks down to a
more manageable size: Spatz’s hulking, brutish frame leaning in for thrusts to the table saw, his
stubby fingers feeling for the tender parts of the wood before each attack. His shiny bald head
gleams underneath a swinging light bulb, the gray stubble on his face looking rough and prickly.
If it wasn’t for this burly son of a bitch, Joel would still be reading palms, tracing wrinkles in the
hands of bored passersby, really going nowhere. This big guy has a vision, it has to be said.
And the inside of this place is a glorified tool shed, barbaric instruments daggling from
every available space on each of its four walls, housing every device the boss could ever need.
Shuffling his legs, a bedraggled looking teenager emerges from the back of the shop, dropping
lumber near Spatz’s feet. ‘The remnants of the shack,’ Joel thinks, noticing the boy’s sweatdrenched t-shirt. ‘Guess they couldn’t beat the railroad workers.’
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“Hey, buddy, I didn’t work for free here,” the teenager whines, tapping the boss’s
shoulder. “I’m leaving and I want my money now. I don’t care if we couldn’t build it fast
enough.”
The boy waits for a response, standing with his arms folded, his smooth face still
dripping with dust and sweat. But Spatz keeps his eyes on the saw. “Hey, dickhead! Hey! Did
you hear me?” the boy shouts, clapping his hands. “You want me to call the cops? Tell ‘em what
you’re up to over here?”
Probably not a good way of going about this. Sighing, as if this is just all in a day’s work,
Spatz turns his machine off, lifting up a sturdy piece of lumber from the floor beside him. And
the boy recognizes his grave mistake, backing away from the man with the wood.
Joel turns to leave, knowing what’s coming next; but he feels compelled to watch,
drawn in to the oncoming violence. As with Spatz’s gleaming dentures, Joel can hardly resist
staring, even as it frightens him.
Within seconds, the boss has the boy pinned against the wall, pressing a two-by-four
across his throat, suspending him by his neck. “There’s fifty dollars in an envelope on the back
table,” Spatz growls, barely moving his lips. “You tell anyone where you were today, and I’ll run
you across the saw.” He hisses the last word, like the very act of saying it could slice the boy.
Struggling to breathe, attempting to push his fingers underneath the wood, the
teenager has to stand on his tip-toes to keep from blacking out. “An envelope in the back,”
Spatz mutters again, before letting him drop, the boy collapsing onto the sawdust covered
ground. Joel waits for the color to return to the teenager’s face, waiting for him to get to his
feet and leave. Right from the beginning, Joel always felt that Spatz handled people in the same
manner he handled wood: purposefully cutting back the columns, blasting away the edges,
leaving some jagged and some smooth, crudely fitting them together into some grander
framework. And every piece was used.
The boy runs to the door, hurtling from the inner darkness of the shop, and Joel steps
out of his way, hoping to never see him again. Watching his fellow worker stumble out of sight,
Joel wonders if he himself will ever be treated in this manner, or if that process has already
begun. But any fear of being used is usually overcome by his confidence in his own foresight, his
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ability to see things falling into place from a few miles down the road. Our man may be a bit too
confident on this particular issue.
With Spatz still fuming, Joel hands him the week’s profits. He steps toward him, jumping
a little when the screen door slams behind them, banging closed. “One-forty for today,” Joel
says, quietly. “Another couple.”
Sifting through the envelope’s contents, the boss groans, coming up short. In the low
light of the shop, his face looks like a jack-o-lantern, the dentures pulsing brief flashes
whenever he opens his mouth. Like there’s a rave going on inside of his head. “That isn’t much.
Days like this make me wish I’d left you at your palm reading table. Take half,” he barks.
Despite everything he knows about the man, every job he’s pulled, Joel can’t help but
feel a slight sting from his words, a sense of failure. Even though he would never call Spatz a
father figure (though, we would), he does still harbor some gratitude, being that the boss did
put him on a kind of path: the track he’s currently heading down. And, after all, no one else
gave Joel their undivided attention the way that Spatz did. Ever.
“I don’t think I can work at the funeral home anymore. The owner’s on to me,” Joel
confesses, toying with a chewed-up drill bit left on an empty workbench.
“Fine,” says Spatz, yanking the piece from his employee’s hands and placing it back
where it was. “A new retirement home opened a few weeks ago. Down past the Elsewhere
County Reservoir. It’s a twenty-minute drive, so…start now.” With that, delivering the next
assignment, he begins his work again, hunkering down over the saw.
That wasn’t very nice. It hurts Joel to be cast out like this; even with the slight horror he
feels each time he passes through the shop’s doors, something he’s always disregarded as
weakness, this is truly the only place he can call home. “I guess you didn’t finish building the
shack.”
“Guess not,” Spatz grunts, cranking on the noisy, sputtering equipment. The band saw
looks rusty, like it could use a good polish. But, then again, everything in here could use a good
polish. Except for Spatz’s teeth. “It’s tough shit.”
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Not much of a conversationalist. He has the bedside manner of a cement wall, but less
colorful. At least Joel can pretend to have a good conversation. Although, I guess that’s why he
handles the client relations end of things.
“Did the train company get there before you finished?” Straining to be heard, Joel yells
over the saw, talking to the back of Spatz’s dust-covered head.
Such a chore, dealing with our man. Spatz powers down the machine, muttering and
brushing himself off. “Well, if you’d like to know, they were building from both directions,
working like devils. They were almost done with the goddamned thing by the time we were
half-way through…crept up on me and the boy. Saw us from down the road and told us to clear
out so they could connect the tracks for a test run tonight. Didn’t really even seem to mind so
much either,” the boss says, looking surprised by their dispassion. “Just wanted us out of the
way.”
“That’s too bad,” Joel sighs, thrusting his hands into his pockets. “You know, that
speaker I listen to, Billy Reed, he’s got this whole segment on time management and the ways
you can improve both speed and efficiency in everyday living. It’s something…he mostly
performs down in Texas, but the tape is good enough for me. Hey, I should really let you
borrow it sometime because…”
“Do you need a home or something?” the boss snaps. “Somebody’s ear to chew? You do
realize the day’s almost over, right?”
“I’m sorry?” he asks, pretending his feelings aren’t hurt. Poor Joel. When they’d started
out, the man had been so patient with him: walking him through each con, step by step, so that
Joel could master it all. Or try to. And even if Joel isn’t exceptional at applying this knowledge, it
was the only memorable parenting he had ever really received, what with the orphanage, the
all boy’s school, and the various foster families that he can barely remember by now, except for
the bad ones. At moments when he feels this disconnected from Spatz, he often thinks about
his real parents, people he knows virtually nothing about, having never formally met either of
them. When he’s especially alienated, he wonders if they would approve of their boy, of this
life he’s made for himself. Deep, for Joel.
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“There’s a job to be done. The retirement home is closed to visitors after sundown,”
Spatz grumbles, pointing his finger at the screen door. “I called ahead and told them you had a
presentation planned. The usual, okay?” he asks. “Okay?”
“Oh, before I go,” Joel chimes in, “…you’ll never believe what this lady did at the funeral
home. It was wild.”
This is pathetic. Spatz doesn’t even bother to indulge him now, loading up the next
block of wood to be ripped apart. You’d think Joel would know he’s barking up the wrong tree.
On the other hand, he obviously doesn’t think he can connect with anyone else in this town.
But the boss isn’t best friend material. Let’s face it: the boss isn’t even acquaintance material.
And, on he goes. “Some kid, a real young guy, passed away, and I don’t know if it was
hers or what, but she’s grabbing his head and holding it! And nobody knows how to get her to
stop. She just looks completely gutted…like, whatever was wrong could never be made okay.
And the boy’s makeup is coming off and she…” Joel stops short when he stumbles over
something, holding on to the wall to catch his balance. “Damn, what the…?” Looking down, he
sees the two-by-four that Spatz, only moments earlier, had held across his teenage worker’s
throat. Joel gazes down at the block, curiously, as he considers how it ended up there.
“What?” the boss says, flipping the saw on again.
“Spatz, you, uh…you’ll see me tomorrow morning with the profits!” Joel shouts over the
rumble, backing toward the exit. “I don’t feel like coming back here after! It’ll be kind of late!”
Like he could have guessed, he hears no answer, nothing but winding gears. Their meeting
already over, brief and cold, as usual, it disappoints Joel, even though he knows it shouldn’t.
And he looks behind himself as he pushes open the screen door, disturbed when he catches a
last glimpse: Spatz bares his teeth at inanimate objects, pulling and pushing, cursing and
muttering and grinding in the low light.
Alone again on the drive from the shop, back in his convertible with the windows rolled
down, Joel notices thick smoke billowing up from the edge of town, bursting up far behind him.
Anyplace/Anywhere’s sun sets amidst all this harsh activity, obscured behind clouds of soot.
And he hears the low, deep chug of an engine rumble his car doors, the first sputtering of the
railroad company’s well-earned trial run. The sound makes his pulse quicken, an uneasiness
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spreading into his finger tips. More anxious than he was before, Joel pops his self-help tape
back into the cassette player, rewinding it to start from the beginning. “Amazing…those guys
work faster than we do,” he whispers, accelerating toward Elsewhere County, the unsuspecting
elderly awaiting his arrival.
Chapter Three/A Brief Family Reunion
…in which our hero stumbles upon a blood relative…as if you couldn’t already tell…
As it was mentioned before, Joel’s not the greatest salesman on the planet, or even in
lower Nebraska, but he does manage to get the job done…barely. That being said, when the
“job” involves a group of people who remember exactly where they were when the Hindenburg
went down, being a fantastic salesman might not be so crucial to success. But, Joel knows the
functional nature of his abilities, so, at the very least, he has that going for him. He has no
illusions about his talents, that’s for sure. And those visions of success he has while zoning out
to his motivational tapes? Who knows how he’ll get to that place? He’s not sure how it’ll
happen. But a man can dream, can’t he? The ambitions of the talentless…how unrealistic and
dangerous they can be.
Unfortunately, Joel is taking some casualties. Creating a bit of collateral damage
amongst the wrinkled. But what are a few aged, penniless bumps along the road? Let us see if
he can win big in Elsewhere County…
Arts and crafts winds to a close as the director of the retirement home steps to the
center of the room, pushing her frizzy hair behind her ears and smiling gently at her dozing,
captive audience. “All right, everyone…William, put that down, we’re done making those. Just
put it down. Down. Okay, I’ll take it,” she groans.
Dark, pillowy bags have settled beneath her eyes, and she has, what appear to be, the
faintest traces of sideburns…likely consequences of hygienic neglect. The director seems
exhausted, permanently at the end of her rope. And judging only from his first few moments in
the room, Joel imagines that her days must be particularly frustrating with this unresponsive
group. She motions for him to take the floor with her: they arranged all the plastic chairs of the
activity room in a circle, the two of them standing in the center. The room is not unlike the
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wake of the funeral parlor. Walls coated in layer after layer of harmless beige. Clinically clean,
but with very odd smells. Like a well-furnished hospital.
“Guys, I know that Tuesday’s usually game night, but things are gonna be a little
different today, okay?” the director explains. “I’ve had a few complaints about some
misbehavior…William…so I want you to be especially polite for our visitor. We have a guest this
evening, and he’s here to talk about…”
“Spiritual insurance,” Joel says, still satisfied with that designation: part of an all-night
brainstorming session with Spatz, something they did together very early on in their work. Joel
misses those days, how refreshing it was to have someone watch over him, after all the years of
passing through foster families unnoticed, or worse.
“…spiritual insurance. So, please, listen closely. This might be of interest to you. No,
William, you can’t have it back,” she snaps, looking closer to the end of her middle-age than the
last time she admonished the man a moment ago. “Put your hand down. Don’t get up. I said
we’re done making those. Stop pouting. Oh, fine, you can have it back.”
Cursing to herself while she leaves the circle of chairs, she leads a confused old man
clutching a Popsicle stick house back to his seat. “You’re on, hot stuff,” she smirks, her face
brightening up in passing, winking at Joel. “I’m Irene, and if you need anything, I’ll be on break,
right there on the porch,” she points. “Just yell if they get rowdy.” The director gives him a
thumbs up as she leaves, flanked by several, burly-looking nurses. Watching Irene massage her
forehead on her way out the door, her face drooping lower with each rub of her hand, Joel
recognizes the same lonely desperation he saw in the officer’s face earlier in the afternoon. He
wonders why Anyplace/Anywhere is so sad all of a sudden, or if he’s only recently been noticing
it…until he quickly decides he should be focusing on his job instead. That’s our man.
Ready for show time, Joel fixes himself, smoothing back his hair, running his tongue
along his teeth. Making sure they’re still smooth. He takes a deep breath, looking around at his
gray audience, at the unenthused expressions on their faces. Tough crowd. Or as tough as a
group of octogenarians can be.
“How many people here can say they’re truly devout?” he says, putting on a boisterous
tone for his less than boisterous listeners. A few of the elderly raise their hands. Some raise
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their hands, put them down, and then lift them back up again. Some are sleeping, as in out cold
asleep, the kind of sleep where one’s head drops across the back of a chair.
“So, you’re all familiar with the Bible? Wonderful, because that’s what I’m here to talk
with you about. Have you read John? Have you read what he has to say about the end?” he
asks, having done this so many times that he’s running on autopilot. And it’s not gonna work
with these old birds. The guys hawking absorptive cleaning products on TV, now they know how
to sell to the elderly. Screaming, veins pulsing in the sides of their heads.
“In John 10:9, he tells us that, ‘God, with great force, will violently lift the flock to his
side.’ Now, make no mistake, when you good folks rise up to take your rightful places in
Heaven, you’re not gonna be floating in like feathers. That’s for sure. It’s in the gospel, clear as
day.”
A loud snore cuts through his presentation, coming from a drooling fellow in the back,
but Joel pops open his briefcase, pulling out a few sample products as he speaks.
“Once you’re there, you’re safe, you’re fine, you’re where you belong. But until you get
there, who knows what shape you’ll be in when you land? I have with me top of the line
equipment that can be put to use for the exact kind of protection you’re gonna need. You see
these pads?” he says, leaning in to the group, switching to a hushed tone. “These were blessed,
and don’t go around saying this to just anybody, but these were blessed at the Vatican,” he
reveals, raising his eyebrows.
“What?” asks an old woman, a vision in a bright blue sweat-suit, cupping her ear in the
general direction of Joel.
“I said, these were blessed at the Vatican,” he reveals, again, raising his eyebrows.
“What was blessed?” she shrugs.
“These pads.” He holds up an elbow pad and shakes it above his head, annoyed at his
loss of momentum. Or whatever small momentum he had. “I know you’re saying to yourself,
‘How come everyone doesn’t know about this? How come everyone doesn’t have these pads?’
Well, I say to you, how come everyone doesn’t accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior?”
And someone who was wide awake might be asking this salesman why he’s quoting
portions of the Bible that do not, in fact, pertain to the Rapture. They might also be pointing
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out that these quotes are not, in fact, quotes. But, despite this lack of scholarly wherewithal,
the audience still seems less than impressed by all this, and Joel vows this is the last time he’ll
ever pitch to a retirement community in the late evening, so close to their bedtime.
“God helps those who help themselves, and I’m giving you folks an opportunity to help
yourselves,” he continues, knowing he will fail. “You all have obviously come a long way on this
Earth, and it’d be a shame to act recklessly now.” He pauses. “It’s fifty for the headgear and
twenty for the elbows and the knees. That’s seventy dollars each for a safe ride to the pearly
gates.”
Rapture pad sales could be a booming business, in the right hands. In Joel’s hands, it
simply puts food on the table, especially with customers who are too tired to really care about
their spiritual well-being.
“Who are you?” asks one of the only members of his audience who’s still awake. Maybe
we have a taker.
Disheartened Joel reiterates without even looking, unloading several more of his pads
for them to behold. What a baby. “I’m here to help you get to the afterlife safely,” he grunts.
“Like I said, it’s fifty for the…”
“What’s you’re name?” the old man insists. “That face! Tell me what your name is!”
“Huh?” Joel turns to him now, bothered by the gentleman’s persistence…only to find a
tiny guy, hunched over in his plastic seat, a bit of drool beginning to drip from the corner of his
mouth, a bit of snot trickling from his left nostril. And he doesn’t seem to notice either leak. To
Joel, all of these people look the same anyway, so there’s nothing extraordinary about this one:
white hair, white face, pale eyes. But if they all switched seats, Joel would never be able to tell
the difference. “I’m Joel…so, uh, back to…”
“Come here!” the old man shouts, jumping at Joel’s words, leaning forward in his plastic
seat, so excited that he almost looks ill. And that would be a very real possibility. “Come here,
come here, and take a look in my wallet! You must!”
What a proposition. Although used to elderly eccentricity by now, Joel’s still curious as
to what this man is so thrilled about. And it isn’t like his sale is on fire. “Uh, why?”
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“I’ve got a picture to show you, boy!” the man yelps, the drool and snot still heading
south. “That face! I could recognize it anywhere! You look just like him! Benny would’ve gotten
such a kick outta that!”
Troubled, Joel stands there for a minute, still inside the circle of plastic activity room
chairs, staring blankly at the remainder of his conscious audience slowly stumbling and
wheeling away. Abandoning his less than successful pitch, he places his pads back into his
briefcase, snapping it up and examining the shiny latches. He thinks about the old man’s words,
how strange they’re making him feel, how difficult it is to focus.
“Hey, buddy, how do you know my father’s name?”
“He’s my brother! Here, take a look,” the old man offers, removing a disintegrating
photo from a flap in his disintegrating wallet and dangling it out of his craggy hand. Walking
from the circle of chairs, Joel approaches him as if he might be attacked, reaching out and
snatching it. In the photograph, two young men stand next to one another, dour expressions on
their faces, posing in front of a bicycle store. Modern Wheels. Their flesh is sepia-toned.
And the man on the right is unrecognizable, but the dapper man on the left is…familiar.
Joel blinks, holding the picture closer, inches from his face. That man on the left is too familiar,
like looking into a mirror. His vision blurs for a second, the black and white photo becoming
distorted, and he holds onto the arm of the man’s plastic chair to balance himself.
“How…what…where were you this whole time?!” Joel shrieks, gawking at the resemblance. “Is
that my father on the left?! How did you get here?!”
But the old man looks less excited than he was a moment ago, and he disregards his
nephew’s manic questions. His face sags around his wrinkled temples, the loose, translucent
skin exposing every vein. “My head hurts. And I’m tired. Can you please take me to my bed,
Joel?” he asks, the phlegm gurgling in his throat. “Floor two?”
“Well…okay.” Reeling from the shock, Joel pockets the photograph. He’s already
thinking about keeping the thing. “We’ll talk up there, I guess.”
Lifting him from his seat, and grabbing his briefcase, Joel walks his uncle up the stairs to
the second floor, steering the little guy around every corner, the man’s feet shuffling along the
(also) beige carpet. As they move through the hotel-like corridors, other residents collapsing
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into their rooms, Joel’s head buzzes inside, thoughts and questions rattling around. He wonders
why it took him so long to come across his uncle, considering that his profession is kind of
centered on old folks, particularly if he’d always been so close to Anyplace/Anywhere. But he’d
like to hear everything the feeble man has to say, every bit of information he can squeeze from
that ancient brain.
Pushing open the door, Joel helps him into his cramped room, the air stinking of
fermenting cologne and raspberry air fresheners. In fact, the air fresheners seem to take up
much of the surface area of the room, haphazardly strewn about the place. Joel notes that,
whoever’s work this is, perhaps that of the frazzled, side-burned Irene, they have an odd way of
decorating. It’s not so much that it’s tacky; it just smells like a new car that’s inside of a new car.
But aside from the festive air fresheners, the room is pretty sparse, with a bed, a nightstand
and a small kitchenette. Supported by Joel’s arm, the old man silently points to his pillow, his
eyes lighting up at the sight. “Why are there so many air fresheners in here?” Joel asks,
lowering him down into his bed, the creak and pop of each bone settling into place.
“I guess that’s how they clean,” his uncle shrugs, reclining on the mattress. Fair enough.
Seeing him nestled in, Joel’s hands are trembling now as he sets his briefcase down.
Easy, Joel. “So…how come I’ve never seen you before?”
The man sighs, and Joel’s startled by how fragile he looks lying there. Like the soft, worn
mattress is going to swallow his little white body. “How to put this, um, I didn’t get along very
well with your mother. We weren’t…all right, we disliked one another,” his uncle admits,
squinting his ghostly face. “We kept having these arguments, the same ones, every time I was
around. I can’t even remember what they were about.” The old man looks to his arm, a large
purple bruise raised on the skin, likely from some minor scrape. “Eventually, I just cut my losses
and bailed, though,” he confesses. “Severed ties, for the sake of everyone’s sanity. It’s a shame I
had to lose Benny, but you know how it goes with families. The troubles. Rough stuff.” He
stops, pointing to the refrigerator. “Milk?”
“But, I don’t think you understand,” Joel says, searching through the tiny cabinets for a
glass. “I’ve never met them, or at least I don’t remember meeting them. What happened?” He
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looks back frequently, obsessively, so as not to lose a second of any family history. The moment
already feels like it’s moving too quickly for him, like all of his questions won’t get answered.
As Joel hands the man his cup, the little guy takes it from him with two hands, shaking
from the small weight of the liquid. “Thank you. How should I know?” the man wonders,
sipping, a white milk moustache on his off-white face. “I haven’t talked to anybody in years.
Years and years. And you were just a baby the last time I saw you.”
Joel as a baby. Do they make little red power ties? Miniature motivational tapes?
Though the two men smile at one another, Joel’s heart sinks as his dream for some sort
of limited resolution is snuffed out. “Jesus, I was a young man when we had the falling out.
Why, they aren’t around?”
“No, that’s what I’m telling you, they never really were,” Joel explains, sitting down in a
wooden desk chair across from the bed, clearing away some air fresheners. “I can’t remember
them. See, I just know their names from my first foster parents. I guess they felt obligated to
tell me. It’s Benny and Iris, right?” His uncle nods, straining his arms for another sip of his milk.
Such a heavy drink. “They told me the first names, but that was it.”
“Those foster parents raised you?” the old man asks, placing his empty glass on his
nightstand.
Our hero thinks of the many faces that were supposed to be raising him back then: the
foster families that always treated him like a stranger, and the orphanage that he was usually
hauled back to. The constant back and forth, shuttled between unwelcoming environments.
Nothing ever gained from the travel, but so much lost. “Yeah, they raised me for a bit. But they
were just the first ones. There were others. Many more…” Joel trails off, his voice quieting. He
hears Irene downstairs, ushering the remaining residents to bed, probably eager for sleep
herself. Sluggish footsteps trudge past the closed door, bound for rest, especially after Joel’s
tiring spiritual insurance presentation. He clears his throat, changing gears. “So, um, what’s
your name?”
“Richie,” the man grins, and his dentures are finally exposed; they aren’t frightening like
the ones Joel’s used to. This Richie is only an old man, with old stories, and nothing horrifying
hidden inside.
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It seems like this is what Joel needs. Some attention, some family time. The sight of him
here, leaning in close to hear the old guy’s words, Joel’s no monster. Now, if he could just stay
in this place…
“Uncle Richie.” Joel rolls around the words, smiling. “There are so many things I want to
ask you.”
“Go ahead, shoot. I probably owe this to you anyway,” the man says, pulling the covers
over his small, bony frame, right up to his loose neck.
Joel taps his chin, his eyes darting back and forth. “Wow, sorry, there’s a lot going on in
my head, um…okay, how about…what was Dad like?”
Uncle Richie looks like he’s enjoying himself, all comfortable, bundled up, turning on his
side to talk with his nephew. By the looks of the unwashed, rotting pots and pans in his small
kitchen sink, he doesn’t have visitors very often. “I’ll give it to you straight,” the old man begins.
“Our Benny was a little nuts, a few screws loose. But a handsome guy. Knew how to work it,
too, catch people off guard.”
Sounds familiar.
“God, kid, look in the mirror if you want to see your father.”
“Yes, I see,” Joel agrees, bringing the photo out of his pocket. He shakes his head at the
likeness, feeling like he’s gazing directly back at himself. “But go on, Uncle Richie.”
“It was kind of a dangerous combination in Benny, though, especially when he was a
teenager,” the man continues, clearly pleased at the name recognition. It’s the small things in
life. “Owned a small bicycle shop, but I think he was doing more than selling bicycles. I’m not
gonna say what, because I’m not really even sure.” Sputtering now, the old man has a short
coughing fit, punching his chest to let the air back in. “Excuse me,” he chokes. “I just know that
Benny had nicer three piece suits than anybody else in the whole entire neighborhood, you
understand?”
Yes, we understand. So does Joel. Shifting, Joel runs his finger along the top of his
briefcase, not feeling so good about where this is headed. “How do you mean?”
“It was always something with him, always something cooking, looking for a way to have
a leg up on the rest of the goddamned world.” Uncle Richie sighs, his throat much raspier than
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when they started. The phlegm sounding looser. And he looks up at Joel, his hazy blue eyes
clouded with cataracts, still enamored with his nephew’s familiar face. “Even if he was sitting
down, his knees would be shaking!” the old man laughs, though he seems sad. “He couldn’t
wait to get his hands on whatever was coming next. Until he met your mother, that is.” He sits
back, his eyelids closing. This guy’s fading fast.
Considering the new information, Joel’s not so sure he really wants to hear any more.
He had always envisioned his father to be some kind of lost hero, having blamed him for
nothing, someone who had very little to do with any of Joel’s actual development. He wishes
that Benny were vastly different from himself. He imagines it’ll probably be difficult to idolize or
pine for the man now. “Uh, what was my mom like?” Joel asks, wincing.
A sleepy grin spreads across his uncle’s face. “She was the exact opposite- simple, not
too complicated, that girl,” he explains, his chest heaving beneath the blankets. “I never
thought she was pretty, but your father sure did. Slowed his life down a whole lot for her.”
Grateful that his mother doesn’t sound as unsavory as Benny, Joel loosens his tie, relaxing in his
seat. Thank God. “She wasn’t my cup of tea, but at the rate he was going, his heart was bound
to explode sooner or later. She probably stopped that from happening,” Uncle Richie decides.
He fluffs his pillow, giving Joel a sideways glance. “And you! You would cry like the house was
on fire!”
Joel laughs, inching closer to his uncle’s bedside, the chair legs squeaking against the
ground. “I was a terrible baby, huh? That isn’t surprising.”
What’s this? He’s actually enjoying himself. Take a good look, this doesn’t happen very
often. At least, we haven’t seen it yet.
“Your mother said she had to live with two Benny’s, one big and one small,” the old man
chuckles. “She loved your father, don’t get me wrong, but…,” he sniffs, “…she knew he had
some issues, some deep ones.”
“How do you mean? Like what? I mean, besides the con…whatever he was doing.”
Turning from his nephew to stare out his window, Uncle Richie watches several of the
nurses leaving for the night. “At one point in his life, and this was before you were born, Joel, I
think he would’ve stabbed his only brother in the back to get where he was going,” the man
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remembers, clenching his pale fist. “It worried your mother, those single-minded genes of his
floating around in your little head. She said, if it wasn’t for her, Benny would have you selling
bikes the minute you could talk. Among other things.”
“… oh.”
“And now you’re a salesman,” Uncle Richie concludes, shaking his head, shaking himself
from this old sadness. “Your mother would be horrified,” he winks.
That’s an understatement.
“…yes.”
Peering down at the briefcase near Joel’s feet, Uncle Richie gestures to the unsold
Rapture pads. “What were you selling again?”
Hoping our man has some boundaries? Thankfully, he’s recoiling, having forgotten his
original reason for being at this place. Something that rarely ever happens to him. “I was selling
these…pads,” he coughs, pushing the case beneath his uncle’s bed. His product is the last thing
he’d like to be thinking about. His mind twists around images of his look-alike father, the one
who must’ve had the same vague ambition that he has, the same need that moves Joel along
from job to job. But his mother…his mother’s purity is still intact. Any old, admirable visions he
has of her can stay.
“What are they for?” Uncle Richie asks, kicking the covers off. His energy’s coming back.
“I’m sorry?” Joel mumbles, dazed. “Oh, you mean…I don’t want to bother you with my
trade,” he says, uncomfortable even thinking about swooping in for the kill on this man. “Can
we talk about my parents again? What do you think happened to them? Why didn’t they keep
me?”
“Like I said, your guess is as good as mine.”
Uncle Richie shrugs, propping his head up on his hand, elbow into the pillow. Frowning,
Joel figures that this probably serves him right for thinking his little old uncle could flesh
everything out for him. “But, you know,” the man recalls, “…I heard your mother say once that
if Benny really cared about you, he wouldn’t let you turn out like him. Could be that Benny
thought that’d be impossible if he stuck around. Some people just can’t stop themselves from
doing anything, and Benny was one of those people.”
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It’s a vague assertion that’s enough to give Joel the runs.
“But I’d just be guessing if I said it was really that. Who knows?”
But the thought is already planted in Joel’s head: that they left to protect him from his
father, from instincts in his own blood that would surely be stirred in Benny’s presence. If it’s
true, he wishes they’d had more faith in themselves to keep him safe. Loose out there in the
world, it seems he ended up becoming his father anyway. He thinks of how unnecessary their
abandonment was. What a wasted effort. His eyes tear up.
“So, what were you saying out there to the rest of us old farts?” the man smiles.
“Something about the Bible?”
“Uncle Richie, I don’t want to work now,” Joel begs, wiping his face with his sleeve.
“No, now you’ve got my interest.” He’s got the attention span of a manic depressive.
Probably the medication. “Don’t be like that. Dammit, my own family can’t even tell me what
they do for a living. Some life I’ve had,” he scoffs. “I just want to see a pitch, that’s all. Just for a
laugh.”
But Joel remains silent, his hands clasped on his lap. Good boy. Seeing this, Uncle Richie
folds his arms, scanning his small, cluttered room, the air fresheners taking up much of his
sight. And Joel watches the old man, the resigned, depressed way that he examines the meager
items of his existence. The same sadness of the cop in the afternoon, the same sadness of
Irene. “Benny would rehearse with me, back before you were born, and those were some
exciting…”
“All right, all right!” Joel says, thoroughly depressed. “I’ll give you a pitch. But keep in
mind that this stuff may not be true,” he adds. Uncle Richie looks confused, but in order to fully
explain, Joel realizes that he would have to let on about the con. And, uncle or no uncle, Joel
simply cannot trust another with that information. Like I said, he’s not bad at his job; he’s just
not, in any way, good. “It’s just merchandise, you know,” Joel assures him, beads of sweat
starting to roll down his back, soaking through his suit. “The things that I say are only incentives
for purchase, so don’t…don’t take them to heart, okay?” His uncle nods. “No, really, you have
to remember that…”
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“Okay, already!” Uncle Richie laughs. “Enough with the introduction! What are the pads
for?”
Yeah, Joel, what are the pads for?
“They’re ff-ff-ff…” So many phrases rush to Joel’s tongue, piling up behind his teeth. He
tries to think of something to anchor his brain, to keep him grounded, to keep him from really
pitching as he normally would, attempting to angle around logic and reason to dig at the fears
of an elderly old man. But, he eventually decides to revert to his stand-by material anyway. It
didn’t seem to have an effect on anyone earlier. “…they’re for your protection,” he finally says.
“Uncle Richie, I don’t know if you’ve heard about the Rapture, but…”
“Of course I know about the Rapture!” he interrupts, happy to be involved in a pitch
again. Plainly thinking of his missing brother as he examines Joel’s face.
“…well, there’s something you probably haven’t thought about before: what’s gonna
happen to your body on the way up?” Joel asks, shrugging like an over-exaggerated dunce.
Maybe he is sort of like the absorptive cleaning product guys. “Who’s protecting it?” He
retrieves his briefcase, and no good can come of this. “Certainly not God, the Bible says that
loud and clear. It’s up to you to make sure you’re safe from harm on your final journey.”
“How’s that? The pads?” his uncle points, his smile beginning to fade. Tell him what’s
won, Joel…
“Not just any pads. These pads,” our man declares, holding up headgear and slapping it
to demonstrate the durability. “These were blessed at the Vatican, and any debris that comes
your way will instantly be deflected. They’re cheap, they’re effective and you only need to buy
them once.”
Well, that’s true.
“But, how do you know they’re effective?” says Uncle Richie, eyes widening. “What
happens if they don’t work?”
Thinking that he’s feeding him straight lines, Joel grins. “They were blessed at the
Vatican, Uncle Richie…the Vatican. And who knows what’ll happen if you don’t have any
protection? You might be seriously injured!”
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“I…I’ve never really thought about this before. It’s frightening,” the old man whispers. “I
don’t want to be left out in the cold.” Seemingly getting caught up in the idea, Uncle Richie
wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, and Joel recognizes the affected gullibility. Probably
the same way he used to listen to Joel’s father, to get him on a roll, to get him thinking. He
pictures the old man rehearsing with Benny, helping him to get his story in order: the two
brothers, working together. Ah, memories.
“Can no one make it through without the pads?” Uncle Richie asks, getting louder, more
enthusiastic. Although, it’s possibly just a hearing aid issue. “Are they that necessary?”
“Who knows? But that is a very, very real possibility. Plenty of people overlook this part
of the gospel, and they’ll suffer for it.”
They overlook this part because it isn’t there.
“It’s a sad tragedy, but they’ll suffer for it. What I’m trying to do is spread this message
around, before I can’t help, before it’s too late. So you don’t end up in hell, you see?” Watching
his uncle pretend to be consumed, Joel’s heart begins to race from the smell of the sale, even
though he knows it’s only fake. He feels it creeping up on him anyhow, that automatic push to
close the deal, to succeed, just like his tapes always tell him to do. Such a good influence, those
things. “Imagine that?! In a place you don’t belong, for all eternity! Imagine that!” he yelps,
Uncle Richie’s jaw dropping. “And the good you’ve done in your life will have been a waste!
What will be the reward?! It comes down to your own free will, Uncle Richie. That freedom God
gave us to choose our destiny, where we’re finally gonna land.”
“I…I want to land in Heaven!” the old man stammers, and Joel thinks that it’s perfect:
such a great prompt, the exact response Joel would want to pull from a mark. He imagines that
Benny’s sales must have benefitted from practicing with this man, what a pair they must have
made.
“Of course you do! We all do!” Joel says, really getting into it now, working from his
uncle’s cue. If only he had pitched with this fervor before. “And it’s a power that’s in your
hands! But so many people will fall by the wayside because they didn’t make this small
purchase, sending themselves flying, naked and vulnerable, into the afterlife!” Gasping, Uncle
Richie puts his hand to his mouth, cringing in, as Joel sees it, mock horror.
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“It’s our own fault if we’re unprotected; it’s a mess we can jump over!” Joel hollers,
reaching out his hands, gathering himself for the final thrust of this simulation, his father’s
blood flowing freely through his veins. “It’s so easy to avoid! Know why?! Because all you’ve got
to do, the only move you have to make, is to step up and take responsibility for your well-being
while you still can!” He screams this last bit of poignant advice, rising to his feet, conveying the
urgency of the situation.
But looking down to Uncle Richie’s face, waiting for applause, or something of that
nature, he finds that the little man is just sitting awestruck in his bed…and Joel sees something
he didn’t notice before: his uncle’s wrinkled, liver-spotted hands are shaking, clutching the
sheets.
So things aren’t looking good for our man right now.
‘That’s…that’s quite realistic,’ Joel thinks, slowly realizing what has happened. And
before Joel can call it off, before he can explain it’s all bullshit, that none of it’s true, Uncle
Richie, excited and terrified by the prospects Joel has so vividly described, attempts to leap to
his feet as well. To stand face to face with his nephew after the rousing speech. However, he
only makes it halfway up, before dropping heavily to the ground, hitting the floor with a thud
and laying still. His blankets trail behind him, hanging off the mattress.
Joel freezes. Now you’ve done it.
“Uncle Richie?”
He watches him for a moment, his pulse starting to return to normal. He kneels down by
the old man’s side, snapping his fingers in his ear. “H-Hey!” Joel stutters. “Can you move?
Should I get help?” The old man doesn’t respond. “Shit!”
He hurries out the door, sprinting up and down the hallway. “Is anybody awake? Hello!
We need help in here!” he shrieks. But the soft tap of his shoes is the only disturbance in the
home. He runs frantically, circling the corridor, thudding his fists against the walls, and arriving
back at his uncle’s door. “There’s no time! This is ridiculous!”
Joel rushes to his uncle’s telephone, looking for a way to dial out, stretching his hand
over the keypad. But, out of the corner of his eye, the pale flesh of the little old man
seems…almost too ghostly. Oh, Joel…
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“Uncle Richie?” he asks, delicately, as if he might wake him. Dropping the receiver, he
walks over to feel his uncle’s pulse, sitting down on the floor next to him, gripping the guy’s
dainty wrist…nothing. “It isn’t fair,” Joel mutters, pressing hard on the old man’s chest and
listening for a sound. Moonlight shines in through his uncle’s window, casting their shadows all
over the walls, across the bed, over the nightstand, over the kitchenette, over the various air
fresheners. Coming up empty-handed, Joel tries again, sweat glistening on his forehead.
More forceful now, he punches at his uncle’s heart with a fist, breathing into his mouth.
Like Joel knows anything about CPR, how to save someone’s life. Though, apparently he knows
how to end one. Uncle Richie’s eyes remain open the whole time, staring vacantly up at the
ceiling, taunting Joel with the appearance of life. Becoming more hysterical with his attempts,
Joel goes through the routine once more, pounding on the old man’s ribcage. “Dammit!” he
cries. “How can that just…! How can someone just…!”
Rising to his feet, struggling to find his words, Joel kicks a nearby dresser, denting the
wood with his foot. He lifts his open briefcase up from the floor, whipping it across the room,
Rapture pads raining down over them both, the living and the dead. “It…it isn’t fair!” he shouts.
“Pipe down! For Christ’s sake!” yells a nearby resident, thumping on the ceiling from
below. “Some of us are sleeping!”
“Where were you two minutes ago!” Joel yells back, stomping on the floor, jumping up
and down, his gel finally breaking its hold after a day of hard work, his hair flopping all around.
Standing, panting, he gazes at the martial arts equipment lying strewn about the room:
the means of Joel’s existence scattered across the floor. He swallows hard. Can’t rewind this
like a motivational tape. Looking to his uncle, he reaches over to shut the old man’s eyes,
smoothing the eyelids down, but they slowly slide back open, fixed on an invisible subject. Joel
drops to the floor, collapsing next to him.
“And where were you?” he says to the corpse. “This isn’t right. I should’ve never met
you.” He glances around the room again, taking stock of the mess he’s made. “You know, I
really could have used you back there. When I was small. I could’ve used any of you.”
Well, at least we know he’s got feelings. Without another word, Joel begins collecting
some scattered debris, bringing himself back to his feet. Grabbing two elbow pads, two knee
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pads and a headgear, he tucks it all under his arm, dropping the rest into his briefcase. Moving
in silence, he carefully dresses his uncle’s body in the children’s karate padding, starting with
the knees and working his way up. He wraps the Velcro tight against the old man’s stiff joints:
securing the straps, rolling up his uncle’s sleeves to fit the elbow cushions on snugly, making
sure there’s no room for any slippage. Finally, he places the last piece of protection atop Uncle
Richie’s head, cradling the old man from his neck and placing him gently back on the ground.
“I’m sorry, but this is all I can give you,” he explains to the body, coming up off of his
knees. Stepping back, he places his hands on his hips and, for the first time, he sees his product
being put to its intended use.
Chapter Four/The Good Idea
…in which our hero stumbles upon, what he thinks, is a fantastic plan.
It figures that Joel’s pitch would be a great success when he doesn’t need it to be. Or
want it to be. And we could blame that one on bad luck. Joel wasn’t actively trying to kill poor
little Uncle Richie. It’s a rough deal, that’s all it is. Joel’s intentionally done far worse things to
people already. So, look at it that way.
Now, Joel sits in his car outside the retirement home, revving the engine, having left
quietly through the front door. His motivational porn plays in the background, but he looks off
into the distance, staring as far as his headlights can reach into the darkness. He thinks of lost
secrets, of his family, of his father, of information buried behind his uncle’s eyes. “…and why
shouldn’t you make use of the gifts that life places at your feet? Isn’t that what we’re really
talking about here? It’s the generosity of the universe that we must always be aware of,” says
the voice on the tape, part three in the ten-tape set. “That’s a piece of the skills set for success:
knowing that you’re entitled to use these gifts and…”
“Shut up, Billy.”
He turns the car off. The outside lights of the home flicker in weak pulses, temporarily
making everything clear, before fading again. “It isn’t fair,” he grunts, tossing the tape into the
backseat. He wonders why he couldn’t tell that his uncle wasn’t faking, that the old man really
was frightened by the pitch. He guesses he was just too carried away with himself.
And would you look at all this reflection.
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As he decides to finally leave this place, to head back into town, defeated and less sure
of his life than he was before, something stops him. Faintly, a soft sound wafts through the car:
the residual gust of a train horn. It’s the trial run gaining momentum, Anyplace/Anywhere’s
new railroad company chugging forward.
Taking the key out of the ignition, he considers the train workers’ unhindered progress,
their refusal to be deterred, the steady, purposeful pace of their work. How they haven’t
wavered in their steps forward, despite any attempts to knock them off course. They’ve been
thoroughly motivated to succeed. Where are you going with this, Joel?
The thought is irritating him, making him feel like his mind is getting smaller again, more
focused. And Joel senses his grief turning into something hard, something practical. He feels
goaded by the advances of another. Is he jealous of their success? Or is his brain just fried from
that godforsaken ten-tape set? Maybe it’s both. But he looks up at his uncle’s window, his gears
turning, a seed germinating.
“It isn’t fair…it isn’t fair…and why shouldn’t I…make use of this gift that I’ve been
given?” he whispers.
He briefly thinks of Spatz, and what the boss would urge him to do, before checking his
watch. Because that’s the guy you want to look up to, the guy who spends all his time slicing
through objects with a rusty band saw. And, as we all know, the boss would say to make use of
everything. To make use of the gifts that we’re given, make use of every piece of wood in this
world. As the light horn resonance fades into the upholstery, having made its mark, Joel turns
and rummages through the back seat for his tape. So much for the quiet reflection. Turning the
voice back on, he grips the wheel, letting his mind loose onto the situation.
*

*

*

Back inside the retirement home, Joel paces around the body, considering the logistics.
The window he crawled in through remains open, blowing cool air across Uncle Richie’s room,
fluttering the corpse’s wispy white hair, whipping some air fresheners around.
‘He is so little,’ he thinks, tapping his chin, resting his foot on the corner of the bed.
The idea seemed so crazy at first that he thought he wasn’t thinking clearly. Now, he
realizes he’s never thought with more clarity, never been more detached and cool, never
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sharper. He had been so hurt before, hearing that Benny was a scoundrel, knowing that his
parents may have left to protect him, and then losing his uncle in such a brief, confounding
way. But, somewhere in that train horn, somewhere in the words of his tape, he found himself
again. And he fell back on the only truth he’s ever known, the only truth he’s ever been taught:
no matter how hurt anybody is, something can always be gained. My, what a truth.
Whatever he does here, keep in mind that he’s going through a lot of grief. You can’t
judge a man based on how he acts when he’s in mourning.
Using his uncle’s telephone, Joel calls the boss, still sizing up his departed family
member as he waits for an answer. Despite the late hour of the night, he doesn’t feel tired at
all, but reenergized by this flurry of creativity.
‘Whaf?” Spatz grumbles, clearly awoken without his teeth. Those dentures are probably
glowing up a cup of water on his nightstand.
Turning away from his uncle’s body and facing the open window, Joel clears his throat.
“Spatz, I have a unique opportunity here, and I want to know if you’re willing to back me on it,”
he proposes, talking low. “Remember how you said I’d have to throw my body on the tracks to
make anything off the railroad company? Well…what if I had someone else’s body?”
This is a pretty extreme way of dealing with grief. Spatz pauses and Joel can hear him
sitting up in bed, putting his teeth in, slumbering in that back room at Anyplace/Anywhere
Carpentry. Probably covered in sawdust, the crazy bastard. Workaholic. Joel never understood
why the boss couldn’t just leave the place at night, find a house somewhere with all the cash
they made from conning. To actually use some of the spoils. Our man bought his shiny red
convertible after his third decent-sized check. You know, to match his usual power tie. And he
didn’t really see Spatz’s motivation for doing any of this if he was just gonna sweat and saw in
the shop all day and night. “What?” the boss repeats, his dentures clicking in.
“My uncle, I met him tonight, but he just passed away, literally,” Joel whispers. “It
happened, like, an hour ago. Nobody knows about it, except for you.”
And us….don’t forget about that, Joel.
“Okay, so, what?” Spatz barks. “Call one of the funeral homes. I’m sure you know the
numbers by heart.”
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Nice show of compassion.
“No, no, I’m talking about a lawsuit,” Joel hisses. Something creaks beneath his feet,
somewhere on the bottom floor. He hopes no one’s awake; it could make the job of hoisting
Uncle Richie out the door a trickier process than it already is. “The railroad company,
Spatz…we’ve got a body, my family member, and they’ve got a test run tonight. You couldn’t
finish that shack in time, but it doesn’t have to end there. The track’s finished, you said so
yourself. And I heard the train whistle; I heard it, it’s close!” Joel says, spitting into the phone.
He’s so attractive when he’s scheming like this. “They’re done, it’s gonna be rolling through.
Don’t you see? Do you understand where I’m going with this? We have the means now,
someone who’s already dead, so…”
The boss grunts: a raspy, interested grunt, as opposed to the dismissive, disinterested
ones. “Mmh, wait, you’re saying you want to throw your uncle, who’s already dead, on the
tracks, and then sue them for running the guy over? Sue them for negligence?” he asks,
sounding more alert at the mere mention of lawsuits. Like smelling salts.
“Right,” Joel nods, searching through the old man’s drawers, rifling through loose white
underwear, looking for something that might hold the little guy. This plan seems a tad halfbaked. And the ingredients for change are most definitely being used in the wrong recipe. “I can
prove he’s my uncle. Yeah, I’m sure our blood will match, a DNA thing,” he says. Brilliant. Like a
forensic scientist, he is. “See, I know it’s true because I’ve got this photograph of him and my
father…me and Dad are practically identical.” Even in the midst of developing a plan, calling
someone his father feels odd to Joel. He can’t remember the last time he even said the word
out loud.
“But you only just met him,” Spatz points out. “You couldn’t possibly be his next of kin.”
“I’m sure this guy doesn’t even have a will, and he certainly doesn’t have a next of kin.
He seemed like he was all alone,” Joel interrupts, keeping his gaze well away from the body.
Smart thinking. He knows that if he looks at the little man for too long, he might lose his nerve:
the hard, disconnected feeling he found in the car. And what a shame that would be. “We can
fight something like that out later, in the courts. Couldn’t we just prove a blood relation? And
we’ve got that photo, too.”
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Wrapping the phone cord around his finger, Joel can tell that Spatz is actually
considering this. “Look, what I need from you are directions to the tracks from the retirement
community. And I know I can make it there fast because that whistle sounded like it was damn
near next to me.” There’s a short silence on the other end of the line. “But one thing’s for
certain: we’ll never have another opportunity like this. Should we let it pass us by just because
we aren’t one hundred percent sure it’ll work? It’s a gift, Spatz…a gift we’ve been given.”
“…fine. I’ll call you back in ten minutes.”
*

*

*

On the bright side, we’ve certainly learned a lot about our hero so far. He’s very
complex, no matter what he’s done, or about to do. And just like you can’t judge a man based
on how he acts when he’s in mourning, you also can’t judge him based on his…actions…
Here he is now, packing the body for transportation. It’s proving to be more difficult
than he had originally thought. Joel found extra large cleaning bags in the staff closet, and he’s
using almost an entire roll, one inside of the other, so they won’t tear. Wrestling with the body,
he manages to fit the whole thing in, and get it to appear sort of like a bundle, and less like a
human. Staring at the finished product sitting in the center of the bed, it looks like a giant sack
of laundry. Excellent work. The pads made the job more complicated, sticking out at various
angles and getting snagged on the sides. He wonders why he even bothered to keep the pads
on at all, as it seems they’ll probably be crushed by the train anyway. And they could very well
be traced back to him after the deed is done, though he knows he could say he sold them to the
old man. But despite the trouble they’ll likely cause him, despite his best interests, he cannot
bring himself to take them off. There he goes, acting funny again.
Dragging the sack off the bed and guiding it to the floor, Joel makes his way to his
uncle’s door, making sure no air fresheners have followed along. And he tugs it down the
hallway, scraping it against the carpeting, until he reaches the second floor staircase.
“Maybe you aren’t so little, Uncle Richie,” Joel admits, finally having to hoist the bag
onto his back to avoid the clatter of pulling a body down the steps. “Ugh.”
Carefully navigating the stairs, Joel reaches his foot out, feeling for each step before
dropping his full weight down. “Easy…eeeasy.” His knees are almost buckling half-way through,
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and he’s trying his hardest not to grunt. Joel never really invested in his physical health. Too
much Rapture pad hawking. He suspects that he vastly underestimated his uncle’s density, and
that the next half hour is going to be painful. Eventually reaching the bottom of the stairs,
heaving, he redistributes the load before turning the corner. He leans his back against the beige
wall, resting there, his eyes looking into the dark wood of the staircase…the calming, flowery
imprints on the wallpaper behind him. And then he continues.
“Where are you going?” demands the director of the retirement home, standing
squarely in front of the exit, arms folded in front of the glass panes of the double doors. “I
thought you left.”
What a surprise! It’s the woman with the dusty traces of sideburns, Irene, the frazzled
caretaker. He nearly drops the load from shock, scrambling to recover. “I-I was having a private
consultation with a potential buyer,” Joel gasps, straining to stand up straight, the bag swaying
a little. “Now, we’re done. Still on the job, huh…Irene, is it?”
Smooth, Joel. She keeps her arms folded, scanning him up and down. “At this hour? I
was sound asleep until I heard you clunking down the steps over here.” They stand in silence,
Irene still examining at him, Joel displaying the most innocent face he can muster. And she
breaks into a bit of a smile, her suspicion turning into something else as he sweats from the
weight of his dead uncle. He’s wooden, but he does have that baby face. It’s like a wounded
puppy-type thing. A wounded sociopath puppy.
“Quite a racket, darling, quite-a-racket. What’s in the garbage bag?” she asks, gesturing
to the enormous sack resting on his shoulder.
“He just gave me some old junk.” Joel shakes the bag, demonstrating how harmless
everything inside is. “I collect…old junk.”
“Ah. You have a beautiful face, you know,” she observes, admiring him.
“Thank you.” He yanks the bag up to keep the circulation in his arms. And he tries to
think of something nice to say, something to spackle the gaps of their interaction: but he can’t
stop himself from frantically eyeing the door, and she looks drained and nearing the end of her
middle age. Nothing positive leaps to his mind. Feeling especially vulnerable to being found out,
and losing strength, he’d like to make a break for the exit now; he needs her to move.
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“You know, visiting hours are over, but you can stay longer if you’d like,” she says,
stepping closer to him.
Quite an offer, if you don’t mind the facial hair.
“Sorry, I’m a little tied up. But it was nice meeting you, and I thank you for letting me do
my business here,” Joel nods, extending a pinky for her to shake. While he edges around her,
her eyes become frighteningly soft.
“Well, stay longer, and you can be a lot tied up.”
“I…”
“What’s that smell?” she says abruptly, and they both freeze. Joel’s face turns red, and
he clenches his grip on the bag. Could be the end. “It reeks like old cologne.” She sniffs in,
making a disgusted face.
“Yes…I think it’s very masculine. Gotta go,” he blurts, promptly stepping around her.
Despite the weight on his back, he whips open the door with a free hand and scurries out into
the night, fleeing the retirement home.
“Would you like a raspberry air freshener?” Irene calls, leaning her head out after him.
“Nah, I’m gonna stick with the cologne,” he shouts. “Thank you, though.”
*

*

*

Forever reliable when it comes to a job, and forever unconcerned for Joel’s well-being,
Spatz gave him precise directions to the railroad company’s test run on the new tracks, the
nearest spot to the retirement community. Unfortunately, he also urged him not to use the
convertible, for subtlety’s sake. The boss found out that the demo was being held on a two mile
stretch across the outskirts of Anyplace/Anywhere to minimize any potential interference. Less
than a mile from the home. This would be convenient, if Joel was using his car.
The boss sent him on a path through the edge of town, through the woods, so there
would be no witnesses to the act. Spatz located a nice blind curve on the tracks where it would
be “virtually impossible to tell a body from a shit stain, before you crushed it,” as he had
thoughtfully noted over the phone.
The trees loom over Joel, their dark green swaying high above his head, bending down
to greet him. The branches scrape lightly against his face, against his suit jacket. There’s a whole
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lot of unidentifiable scurrying going on. Nighttime creatures he doesn’t want to think about.
Like snakes. Getting a little freaked out, he tries to pretend that he’s really carrying a sack of
money, but the cologne stench makes it hard. He imagines the impending lawsuit after they
finally identify the body, after he comes forward as the only present family. He wonders what
he’ll say at the trial. Something about how he had only just reconnected with his uncle.
Something about the potential for a kindred spirit, something about the tragedy of it all. He
decides not to think about this anymore.
But several minutes into this journey, Uncle Richie is already beginning to feel too
heavy. In the darkness, Joel violently trips over twigs and rocks, twisting his ankles in various,
awkward ways. “What did they feed you, Richie?”
As he soldiers forward, he hears the familiar, distant wail of the horn up ahead, calling
out to him. Silly thing. If it wasn’t for that horn, who knows where our man would be?
Contemplating the consequences of his lifestyle, most likely. But, no. The noise spurs him on,
and he manages to shoulder Uncle Richie almost all the way there, before being interrupted by
two very frightening words.
“Joel Colson?”
“What!” he screams, dropping his uncle and spinning around, the large bag smacking
against the ground.
Instead of a monster, or God, or whoever Joel thought it was, a nondescript elderly
couple stands behind him, holding on to each other as they move closer. They emerge out of
the darkness, pale faces coming out of the surrounding forest. It’s just two doddering alter
cockers in their bathrobes. He thought he was about to meet his end for a minute there. Now,
why would he think that?
“My goodness! We didn’t mean to frighten you,” the old man croaks, his white chest
hair popping out of the top of his robe. “I thought we spotted your face from back there! Don’t
you remember us?”
Joel would greet them warmly, under different circumstances. They are, after all, his
satisfied customers. But, still freaked, he can’t actually recall selling them pads, so he takes a
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guess as to where it happened. “Oh, yes, the good folks from the funeral home!” he answers,
squinting. “Sorry, there’s no light here.”
“Yeah, my Artie’s always had wonderful vision,” his wife gushes. “Straight through to old
age! Haven’t you, Artie?” They grin at one another, the old man wrapping a padded arm around
his cotton-haired spouse.
“Ah! I see you’re both wearing your pads!” Joel notes, pointing to their fastened
equipment. “Wonderful!”
Head to toe, these people are more than prepared for a violent fling through time and
space, their children’s karate gear wrapped tightly around their heads, knees and elbows. They
look a bit like ripened crash test dummies. And it’s so rare that our hero gets to see his
equipment put to good use. Actually, this is only the second time he’s seen a fully padded
client. But, then again, Uncle Richie was never really a customer. Or rather, he wasn’t supposed
to be a customer.
“You can never be too careful on a walk, especially at night,” warns the old woman. She
pats her husband’s chest, confident in their security.
His hands trembling, Joel wipes the sweat off of his upper lip, keeping his eyes off the
bulky bag at his feet. He hopes that the bag’s contents have remained entirely inside the bag.
“So…what, uh, are you doing out here?
The old woman smacks her lips before she speaks, casual and conversational, like Joel is
an old, trusted friend. “Neither of us can sleep nowadays. I think it’s the medication,” she adds,
rolling her eyes behind thin, wiry glasses. “Anyway, I suggested we take a nice stroll, get a good
look at the new train tracks everyone’s been talking about.”
Big news in this town. Slow goings.
“Huh, well, you’re going in the wrong direction then! They’re back that way,” Joel says,
gesturing away from the tracks.
“Oh, my, I guess I heard wrong! I thought they were just up ahead. It’s a good thing we
crossed paths!”
But in his peripheral vision, Joel spots Uncle Richie’s cushioned elbow jutting out of the
trash bag, waiting to be noticed. He delicately nudges it back in with his heel, eyes locked with
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the old woman. “You know, we’ll wear our blessed pads before we go to bed, too,” she assures
him. “We can rest a little easier now, all thanks to you.” She reaches out through the darkness
and gives Joel’s arm a light squeeze.
“Thank you so much! I’m glad to hear you’re both comforted. It’ll make getting up for
work in the morning a little easier,” Joel chuckles, his voice breaking as he bows his head.
“Do you need some help with that? Are those more pads? From the Vatican?” the old
man asks, lumbering toward the black garbage bag, causing Joel’s heart to thump in his ribcage.
Blocking them off from a very gruesome discovery, Joel steps in front of the sack,
pressing his hand to the man’s chest. “No! No, I don’t need any help. Yes, these are old pads
that haven’t been sold. I don’t like to sell them if they’ve been lying around for too long. I only
keep the fresh ones that have just arrived from…Italy,” he finishes, wringing his hands. “I’m
gonna…burn these.”
“Quality control, huh? Good boy,” the old man winks, with a sly grin.
“Yep…”
Joel takes this opportunity to look to his watch. “…well, I’ve gotta go! Business can’t
wait, you know. I’m sure we’ll bump into each other again,” he says, back cracking as he throws
the bag over his shoulder. “But thank you both for your kind words! See you soon! Take care,
now!”
Leaving the padded elderly couple in the night, Joel waves back with his free hand,
vaguely delighted looks remaining on both of their faces. He walks a little further before even
thinking about the run-in. And the bag feels even heavier now.
‘Who the hell goes out wandering in the dark?’ he fumes, stomping ahead through the
dirt and leaves.
*

*

*

He arrives at the tracks just in time to hear the horn shriek again; this time, it’s much
louder, loud enough to vibrate Uncle Richie’s bones, his relative shaking lifelessly in the bag. In
this small clearing in the woods, the freshly laid tracks are slightly raised from the ground,
meshed metal holding the rails up off the dirt. They look sleek and well-crafted. And Joel’s envy
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is flaring up again, thinking of the railroad company’s ambition. It gives him the last push he
needs to complete his own task.
“I’m sorry, Richie,” Joel says to the body, pulling Richie from the black bags and hoisting
his dead uncle onto the raised tracks. “You’re not gonna feel this anyway. And now that you
know me, you’re probably glad you left the family.” He carefully straightens out one of Uncle
Richie’s elbow pads, pulling until it’s snug. Before now, he’s never noticed how flimsy they look,
how utterly unprotected his clients are.
“So, after all this…I guess you can tell that I’m officially my father’s son,”
You can say that again. He feels around in his pockets, searching for the photo of Benny
and Uncle Richie, wanting to take a last look before he leaves. But it must have fallen out on the
walk over. “Great. I lost that, too.”
Covering the scene with a few leaves to camouflage it for the conductor, a nice touch,
he crouches down behind some nearby underbrush. But from his hiding spot, he watches as his
uncle’s body, pads and all, gradually slides off the elevated tracks and hits the solid ground. He
trudges back over to fix the corpse, placing it directly in the center of the rails this time. But, as
he turns, the old man falls again, limply splayed out.
“Shit! Stay!”
Fed up, and running out of time, he pulls out his shoelaces and ties one to each of his
uncle’s wrists, securing him to the rails. He takes off his tie as well, knotting it around an ankle.
Like a depraved MacGyver. The scrape of brakes is now fully audible through the trees, so Joel
scurries back to his position, praying that the fastenings hold.
You could tell he was feeling remorse before, outside the funeral home earlier today,
with the lady and the crying and the make-up. You’d think he would’ve helped himself before
something like this happened. What can you do?
But a thick, black smoke floods the sky, the same smoke Joel saw from his convertible in
the afternoon, and it blocks out the moonlight. The smoke whooshes over the tops of the
evergreen trees, spiraling down between the branches. Staring off into the spirals of soot, Joel
almost cries out when he hears heavy footsteps approaching from the woods behind him. The
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snap and crack of twigs and branches. ‘Well, maybe I won’t get any jail time for this one,’ he
hopes, ducking his head into the bushes.
Strangely, the footsteps pass him by. And out of the darkness, Joel hears a booming
voice.
“Hey! Hey, you! Are you all right? Get off of those tracks, there’s a train coming!” the
shape yells. Peering from his hiding spot, Joel can barely identify the figure of a police officer,
gliding through the dark, running to the corpse. He’s moving so frantically that it’s hard for Joel
to see his face, hard for him to see if they’ve met before. “C’mon, buddy! Get up!” the cop
cries.
Joel looks on as the officer struggles to free the already dead body, yanking on the tied
apparel. The nearby horn screams harsh and brutal, and Joel begins to worry for the man, the
woods humming with the momentum of the approaching machine. There’s an endless
determination in the cop’s stance as he works to free the corpse. “Stop, you moron, he’s not
going anywhere!” Joel whispers. He’s terrified. Everything he worked for could be taken away
from him in an instant, if the cop should find out what he was up to. Also, a man’s life is at
stake.
The officer continues to tug at Joel’s neck tie, wrenching Uncle Richie’s ankle free. After
this minor success, he starts working on a shoelace. In the neighboring trees, birds scatter
wildly to make way for what’s coming, their wings fluttering overhead. Oblivious to everything
but the cop’s movements, Joel feels like he’s been waiting his whole life for this train to come.
“I’ve got you. Don’t worry, buddy, I’ve got you. Almost there, almost there,” the cop
sniffs. Straining, the officer pulls a wrist free, gasping as Uncle Richie’s arm thuds back to the
dirt, the dead man’s elbow pad slipping past its intended spot. A weakness exposed. “We’re
okay, old man. We’re okay.” As he reassures the body, a beam of light shoots through the trees,
slicing through the darkness, leaving the officer squinting, vulnerable. “One more, buddy, one
more.”
Watching with one eye open, Joel’s just about losing it. At last. He no longer cares for his
own well-being, no longer cares about the punishment; he just wants this moment to be over.
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For once, there’s not a single, conniving thought in his head, only concern for the officer’s
safety. And he acts.
“No, no, no! Enough!” our hero shrieks, driven out from the underbrush. “He’s not
moving! He’s dead already!”
Finally! Our man came through for…uh…
Surprised, the police officer looks up at Joel, tilting his head in bewilderment…just as the
train comes smashing through, virtually liquefying the officer, as well as the previously
deceased Uncle Richie. The spray and residue of the bodies splashes a human mist into Joel’s
face and chest that sends him stumbling, the products of bone and tissue and organ all blended
into one thick splatter.
Erratically in motion while he attempts to wipe the mess from his eyes, Joel’s foot
comes out of his loose, lace-less shoe. As he grasps at outstretched branches to steady his
balance, he catches a glimpse of the tail end of the train, violently swallowed up by the forest,
taking with it the chaos and disruption it paved through the woods. Knees buckling, branches
snapping off in his hands, Joel falls backward, flying helplessly down through the darkness and
the trees.
Chapter Five/
“What do you say, Joel-y?”
“Thank you for having me, Mrs. Mandelbaum…sorry I had a bad day.”
“Good. Good boy. Now, wait inside. I want to speak with Brian’s mother. We’ll wash you
off as soon as I’m done.”
Joel-y toddles inside and hops up to a seat at the kitchen table. He examines the dirt
underneath his tiny fingernails. A line of brown outlines the pink. It looks like it’ll never come
out. Like it’s a part of him now. He inhales deeply. His little hands are trembling. The counter is
slick, shiny, freshly cleaned, and his worried reflection stares back. A half empty bottle sits in the
center of the table, holding dark red liquid, the kind that smells, to him, like medicine, when it’s
on someone’s breath. The cat, hunched, glares at Joel-y from the floor, moodily flipping her tail
left and right. He reaches out to touch her, but she hisses and bolts away. Joel-y sighs, letting
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the air out slow. Fiddling with a button on his overalls, he listens to the heated whispers coming
from the stoop.
“I’m so sorry, Susan. I don’t know what gets into him.”
“Do you think he’s…okay?”
“I don’t know. God, I hope so. How’d it happen this time?”
“He was fine at the zoo. As happy as ever! Laughing at the monkeys, acting like one, you
know how they get. When we got back, I went to make some calls…him and Brian were horsing
around in the yard and, as always, somebody got hurt. I heard some crying, so I came outside
and found Joel-y on the porch, big tears running down his cheeks. He skinned his knee a little,
that’s all. Said he had a boo-boo, and I said, ‘Poor baby,’ and went to check his leg…and that’s
when he did it. All over. It’s like, the second I put my hands on him, he vomits! I don’t mean to
overstep boundaries here, but…is there something wrong with him?”
Chapter Six/Fast Road Out of Anyplace/Anywhere
…in which our hero quickly realizes that, maybe, that wasn’t a very good plan…nobody say, “I
told you so.”
This Rapture pad lifestyle sure can be a cruel one. There really isn’t enough protection
to go around, is there?
How’s our man? To put it mildly, he isn’t doing so well. He happens to be at a truck stop
just outside the woods, still dazed on the outskirts of town…
Joel rubs furiously at his face, bloody paper towels overflowing out of the wastebasket,
the sting only worsening. After a particularly vigorous wash, he looks back up into the mirror.
“Why won’t this come off!” he shouts, inside the cramped, filthy restroom. Red, raised swaths
continue to mar his cheeks and forehead. They feel raw, burning from the soap and water.
Images, horrifying scenes, flood his mind, rendering him incapable of understanding how fast
and permanent everything just was.
“Look at you. What did you just do?” he asks, staring sharply into his reflection, halfexpecting some kind of response.
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But it’s just a grimy mirror with finger print smudges, and his same old face with these
new aching sores. Like they’re a part of him now. Exhausted, he dunks his head into the sink,
motionless in the rusty water, before turning the faucet off.
A nasty rash, huh? Guilt? Anger? Well, whatever it is, it’s certainly a start.
*

*

*

Joel bangs open the screen door of Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry, not even thinking to
knock first, like the boss always asks him to do. The instruments of torture, the sharp tools of
the trade, shake on the walls of the shop, the metal clanking causing Spatz to actually look up
from his work. “What the hell happened to…why is your head all wet? You look like you’ve just
been baptized,” the boss observes, as Joel stumbles in and sprawls himself out on the floor.
Without sitting up, Joel begins pulling off his suit, piece by bloody piece, tossing it away, until
he’s down to his socks and underwear. “What are you…what’s the matter with you? Is that…”
“You’ve gotta help me. Something happened. All of it was wrong,” he moans, flinging
the clothes into the air, watching them, grimacing, as they hit the floor beside him. “There was
an accident.”
And Spatz freezes at his post beside the band saw. Joel can’t recall ever seeing the man
stop his work so suddenly. “What did you do?” Spatz asks, narrowing his eyes. Thankfully, he’s
choosing to keep the glowing fangs back behind his lips.
Joel attempts to put the scene into words, but it comes out muddled, just as strange and
disjointed as it is in his thoughts. “A cop was there, at the tracks. I don’t know…maybe it was his
beat or something. Maybe he just…wanted to watch the train go by, the moron. He came out of
nowhere.” As Joel speaks, he freely breathes in the sawdust smell, letting it fill his lungs. It’s
such a stale, unchanging scent, and he feels like if he keeps lying here, he’ll just sink into the
ground and become a part of this place, absorbed into the floorboards. Become the DNA of the
wood in Spatz’s next project.
“Did he see you?”
“Well, yeah, right before the train hit him.”
Sighing, Joel rolls over onto his stomach, burying his face in his hands. And Spatz places
his tools on a nearby bench, shutting and locking the shop’s door. “It got both of them. My
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uncle and this other guy. So fast, Spatz, so fast.” Joel pushes on his eyes, trying to get it all
straight; the boss closes the blinds and clicks off the light switch, quietly stepping over to his
employee. “It was a mess. Everywhere. And I can’t get it off my…”
Blinded, seeing painfully bright stars, Joel is silenced by a sharp heel digging into the
back of his neck, crushing his head into the ground. “How could you let this happen?” Spatz
growls, grinding his foot down.
“I couldn’t stop it!” Joel cries from the floor, the veins in his throat struggling to
circulate. “I mean, I could have, but I didn’t do it fast enough!”
This does very little to calm Spatz, the pressure of his foot squeezing out Joel’s life. “Did
anybody see you? Anybody else besides the cop you killed?”
With his breath running out, he hurries through his thoughts, searching for witnesses,
passersby, anybody who could potentially finger him in a line-up.
“No, no…oh!”
Joel gasps, as he suddenly remembers the padded elderly couple, strolling happily,
blissfully ignorant, through the woods. His mind shoots to the various, wrinkled marks of his
past, the graying masses clutching crumpled checks and twisted up bills. How the very people
he depended on could bring him down now. How poetically just.
“Someone saw you! Why did you go on with it then?! What’s the matter with you?!”
The boss removes his foot, but only to lift Joel’s bony body into a nearby garbage pail,
tipping the can over. The pain in his spine is almost a relief for Joel, distracting him from the
fact that he was just involved in the death of an innocent man. Writhing on the ground, he’s
covered with paper and trash, and it sticks to his open sores, colorfully decorating his face. And
it startles him as it briefly passes through his head, but he almost wouldn’t mind a killing at the
boss’s hands right now, right here in Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry; it would be fitting, he
thinks, coming full circle like that. Fashioning himself at the shop through the years, only to be
torn apart here in the end. “Do you know what this means for us?!”
“I’m sorry…it was just an old couple…someone I sold to.” Garbage dropping off of him,
he slowly rises to his knees, baring his palms to the boss. “Look, if I go down, it’ll just be me.
This was my idea anyway.” Joel keeps his arms outstretched, waiting for some sort of final
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blow, some judgment from above. He inches forward on his knees, stopping just before he
reaches Spatz’s feet.
You know you’re desperate for a daddy when this guy is the one doing the job.
Satisfied by his employee’s reaction, and the way he’s towering over the trembling Joel,
the boss squints at his face. “What’s all that about?” he asks, pointing to the wet sores.
Joel pulls himself up on a chair leg and collapses on a workbench, brushing the rest of
the trash off of his body. “I think I got a rash from the stuff. You know, the insides,” he explains,
attempting not to think too deeply on the specifics. “Can you? Can you get a rash from that?”
Scaring himself, he touches his cheeks, scouring for the tender spots: two wide eyes, looking
out of the angry, crimson skin. So much for that baby face.
“From what?”
“From…”
“Body and blood?” the boss clarifies. Joel nods, his hand still pressed to his jaw. “How
should I know?” Spatz huffs. “But I do know your sales aren’t gonna do very well until that
clears up! You look like a burn victim! That’s on top of everything else!”
“What if it doesn’t, though? What if it never goes away?”
Pressing harder on his face, he thinks about the possible permanence of all the
evening’s events. Any concern or guilt he’s had in recent years has always been so temporary,
so unclear and impossible to understand that he’s never bothered to dwell on it for very long.
And what will save him if it never goes away? Certainly not the man standing in front of him.
But, Spatz has fallen silent now, mulling over his options. “What? What is it?” Joel asks.
He examines Joel, tapping his thumb against his chin, deciding fate. “What…am I gonna
do with you?”
“W-What do you mean?” Joel sputters, eyeing the band saw.
“I could keep you close, but you’re no good to me like this,” Spatz mutters, reaching
behind his tool bench to grab something.
Joel panics, envisioning the old two-by-four pressed against his Adam’s apple, nailing
him to the wall. Just another piece of wood for Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry, something that
he sincerely thought he could avoid becoming. He wonders now if that’s what he always was in
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Spatz’s eyes, if any ancient moments of bonding were all just wishful thinking. “Excuse me?”
Joel whispers.
“Here,” the boss concludes, his hands reappearing. Joel exhales when he sees what’s in
store: a pen and paper. “I suppose you need time off. You shouldn’t be hanging around,” he
says, giving Joel the option, or really the command, to go away.
“Leave Anyplace/Anywhere?” Joel asks, thankful that the solution isn’t death. And while
it saddens him that he’ll be forced to leave his hometown, he really only relied on the place for
the availability of marks. It isn’t like he has any family or friends…anymore. He soon decides
that there will be plenty of other places in America to set up shop. Anyplace/Anywhere can’t be
so unique.
“How about…” The boss writes several numbers down on the pad, scribbling a
monetary amount underneath. Joel leans over his shoulder, struggling to see what it is, but he
knows he’ll have to take what he’s given. An unfortunate and unavoidable consequence, being
that he’s the one who messed up. “I’ll set up an account for you, someplace far away, with a
portion of your profits. Just to get you through a couple months.”
“But when can-”
“-when I know you’re in the clear, when I know we’re not in trouble, I’ll send for you.
Don’t question me,” Spatz snaps, throwing his arms up. “It’d just be for the best if you leave
until any heat dies down. Tonight. You understand why we have to do this?”
As the arrangements become clearer, the boss talks confidently, quickly, like Joel tries to
do during a sale. But Joel only notices this, too disoriented to actually think on it. It doesn’t
trouble him in the way it should. “Fine, anything you say,” Joel agrees, breathless at the
thought of escaping town now, rejuvenated with an actual plan. But noticing the sudden
chilliness of the room, he glances over at the bloody clothing strewn about the workshop,
seemingly rained down from the sky, smeared and splotched with assorted fluids like
expressionist art. “Can I just change first, though? I mean, this would be a bit suspicious,” he
sighs, gesturing to the sullied clothes.
“Right. But hurry. A police officer has been killed, you know,” the boss mumbles,
handing over the note.
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“I know.”
And he sure does.
*

*

*

At least the boss didn’t murder him. And maybe a change of scenery is just what Joel
needs. That shop can’t be good for his head. Scrambling for available times, the soonest flight
they could find was leaving for Goldmine, Texas, departing that same night and arriving the
next morning. And it sounds like a harmless enough destination. Sounds like the kind of place
where Joel could really wind down.
After sorting out the arrangements, Spatz drives Joel’s convertible to the airport, a two
hour ride from Anyplace/Anywhere. The tiny, underused runway sits well outside of the town’s
city limits, well past the Elsewhere County Retirement Community, far beyond all of the places
where they live and scavenge. Head pressed against the glass, despondent, Joel stares out the
window, passively listening to Spatz review the plan again. Joel isn’t too upset with his future
location: he figures it could’ve been worse, and at least Billy Reed, the beloved voice of his
motivational tapes, is known to be from around that area. How exciting. He muses that he
might even be able to catch a live appearance while he’s down there. If he wasn’t so out of it,
the idea might really cheer him up.
“So, you understand?” Spatz asks. The town rushes past Joel’s line of sight, silent and
blurry through the windshield, the boss’s words occasionally breaking in through sheer force of
will alone. “Understand?! Wake the hell up!” Joel swings his head toward the driver’s seat.
“You’re gonna ask for that account,” the boss continues. “The bank will know about it. You’ve
still got the number in your pocket? There’ll be a couple grand in there. Enough for a little
while, at least.”
Returning his attention to the scenery, Joel notices that there’s no more black smoke in
the sky, the trial run having been successfully disrupted. Congratulations, Joel. He imagines the
train workers discovering what was left of the bodies, trying to figure out what was what. ‘How
could you even tell the difference between two people?’ he wonders, fidgeting in his seat. He
thinks of his uncle’s blood, Joel’s own blood, drained out and mixed together with the officer’s.
For some reason, he’s comforted by this gruesome thought. At least he’s being reflective.
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“And don’t say a word about any of this to anyone. You don’t trust a single person, you
hear? Are you listening? Joel!”
“Yeah, I got it. I won’t,” he answers, groggy. “I never do.”
Honesty always sounds so gloomy in his hands. It’s a good thing we rarely see it.
As Spatz speeds on, Joel begins to doze off in the passenger’s seat, hours of scheming
and plotting and executing all compounding in his mind. The boss continues talking, but his
words are distant. And Joel’s eyes listlessly open and close: flashes of the road, flashes of
darkness. Drifting, Joel dreams of a storm cloud…a violent puff of air steaming towards
him…lightning blinking from the inside…its horn blaring and shrill.
Chapter Seven/Scrounging in Goldmine
…in which our hero finds himself in a foreign land…and comes upon a wise beggar. Oh, and we’ll
meet someone else, too…
Wave goodbye to Anyplace/Anywhere, a town just brimming with temptations for our
man, generously furnished with old folks like ATMs. Granted, his people were in the process of
grieving, but where else could Joel go through the New Testament with a highlighter, scouring
for anything that might prove a point? Food for thought.
Far from the malleable elderly of Anyplace/Anywhere, his (still) rash covered face is now
bathed in the light of an airplane window. Miles above Nebraska, he gazes down, trying to
make some sense of the geography while they climb steadily higher. It’s like a miniature map
from way up here. And with the early morning sun rising behind them, he swears he spotted
Spatz’s workshop a minute ago, even though he’s never actually been on the roof. It had looked
so harmless from his seat. Straining to see clearly, Joel recognizes a few other buildings, but
he’s too high in altitude to see any people. Not that he could name many of them. Closing the
shutter, he imagines the young woman who cashes his checks at the bank, sorely noticing his
absence when she returns to her desk in the morning. ‘But, probably not,’ he thinks again,
surprised by his own pessimism. And disappointment.
The cabin is crowded, filled with more people that Joel doesn’t know, all of them
headed for Goldmine. The seat in front of him keeps slamming back, stopping inches from Joel’s
face: the work of a fierce toddler, bashing his back against the cushion. Creaking close, a flight
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attendant wheels by with her meal cart, gently nudging Joel’s shoulder to catch his attention.
“Need anything?” she asks, unveiling a buffet of assorted candy bars and vending machine
staples. Her face is caked in make-up, as if she applied it with a frying pan. Joel’s not used to a
face like this, not with the modest, senile clients of his hometown.
He stares at her, tapping the armrest. “You know, you look like Princess Diana. Do you
get that a lot?”
Guess being unusually forthcoming is necessary for him right now. And she smiles, the
blue, Cleopatra-like eye shadow crinkling up at the corners of her cheeks. “No, never,” she says,
resting her foot on one of the cart’s wheels. “It’s a compliment, right?”
“Of course not! That woman was hideous!” he snorts, in mock indignation. The flight
attendant giggles in the aisle. “Yes, it’s a compliment.”
Turning to sift through the chocolate, he contemplates a bag of cookies…and he feels
her eyes examining his rash. “Um, if you don’t mind my asking, what happened to your…?”
“The damn oven. I was cooking one minute and then, poof.” Joel mimes a flame
shooting out. “Just leaned in too close. Singed myself. Carelessness, really.”
A strong explanation. But she scrunches up her face, her colorful mask holding strong.
“Sorry about that.”
“No big deal,” he sighs, clenching when he encounters a raspberry-shaped fruit snack.
The sores on his face pulse hotter. “So, I’ll bet there are always people that are missing you, in
your line of work,” he guesses, swallowing hard. “Every time you leave, I mean. Like family or
whatever.”
“Yeah, sure.”
“A lot of people?” he asks, looking up at her with big, doleful eyes.
“Not a lot…enough, I guess.”
Joel sinks further into his seat, rubbing the back of his head on the cushion behind him.
“That’s good. That’s really great.”
The captain announces something barely audible over the plane’s speaker. Joel gives her
an understanding nod and shifts around, looking out the window again; he doesn’t recognize
anything on the ground anymore. He thinks that they’re probably in another state. Noticing his
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darkness, the flight attendant places her hand on his shoulder on her way to the cockpit.
“Would you like some peanuts?”
“Yeah, okay.”
The moment they touch down in Goldmine, the wheels bumping gently onto the
ground, Joel catches his reflection in the airplane’s window. His cheeks look remarkably clear.
Gently patting his forehead, he realizes that it doesn’t feel so tender anymore, either. “Huh.
Damn thing went away on its own.” And he can’t help but grin a little. It’s surprising enough to
elevate him. Kneeling in his seat cushion when the plane comes to a full stop, he looks around
the cabin for the flight attendant, hoping to say goodbye; but she’s nowhere to be found.
Maybe she was in a rush to see friends and family. He knows that he would be.
Stepping down the staircase and away from the runway, he traipses toward the airport
terminal, feeling weak from not sleeping. The sun is too bright, too hot, like when he was
outside the funeral home yesterday morning. He snuck in a bit of rest with Spatz on the car ride
over to the flight, but he couldn’t relax after that. And considering he finished the last of his
peanuts an hour ago, his stomach is aching. Reaching into his pockets for food money, he only
finds Spatz’s note, the account numbers written hastily in the margins.
*

*

*

“Wait, hang on, there has to be something wrong.”
Flustered, Joel straightens out the sheet of paper, crinkling it on the counter. He reads
Spatz’s numbers to himself, mumbling each one.
And it appears he’s run into some trouble at a bank in Goldmine, his first stop after the
airport. It’s one of those chain banks, not at all like the quiet, drowsy establishment where Joel
keeps his Rapture pad earnings; this place has a coffee shop inside, as if dropping and picking
up money needs to be facilitated by caffeine. A line has begun to form behind him, and he
thinks it’s a snag in the system, some terrible mix-up. We should probably keep in mind that
these arrangements weren’t made by a fresh-faced angel.
“Okay, yeah, I got the information,” Joel decides, slapping the paper down. “Here it is,
clear as day.”
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“I’m telling you, Mr. Colson, there is no such account,” the teller repeats, motioning to
the next customer.
“Could you please try once more?” he asks, unwilling to accept the fact that he’s stuck in
Goldmine, Texas, with absolutely nothing to his name.
“I’m sorry, sir. You should get in touch with the person who set up the account for you.
See if there was some kind of miscommunication?” she suggests, lowering her granny glasses
and looking past his shoulder.
“No, he…he said…oh.”
He squeezes his eyes shut, furious at his misstep. “Sir?” the teller asks, pointing to the
line.
Nodding, Joel crumples up the paper and stuffs it into his jacket pocket, pushing a halfsmile to his lips. “I…I understand. Thank you for your help.”
Staggering out of the double doors, he sits down outside the bank, baking in the sun,
like punishment for his mistake. Some people just can’t be trusted. As we know, Joel tends to
put a little too much faith in his superior. But, really, any faith would be too much. Goldmine
feels infinitely hotter than Anyplace/Anywhere, as if he’s been thrust into a deeper summer,
another level of it. He considers his car, his money, his hometown. The fruit of every scam they
ever cooked up, stuffed way down into Spatz’s pockets. Feeling the smoothness of his cheek
doesn’t even cheer him up.
Planted on this gravel curb, his thoughts are much louder here, and it’s harder to focus.
He’s heard faint voices before, but they’ve always been distant: a peep outside a funeral home,
a whisper in a wake. But they’ve gotten more forceful in the past twenty-four hours and, now
that he’s alone, it’s getting difficult to think. The voices sound like they’re berating him, but he
can’t be sure; however, as he always did before, Joel suppresses them. He assumes that
investigating will only bring him harm.
He lifts his head, squinting. Goldmine is a massive place, the city skyline closing him in
on all sides. Big sounds, looming buildings, the streets suffocated with cars. Our man feels a
little outclassed. He’s no country bumpkin, but he certainly hasn’t been to many cities. After all,
why would he leave Anyplace/Anywhere? He had exactly what he needed. The vague ambition
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was moderately fulfilled, and even though he wasn’t the hottest salesman out there, he did
okay.
Joel rises to his feet and begins wandering along the busy road. It seems cramped, all
the people hustling up and down the intersecting blocks. He expects to see more Stetson hats,
and pretty churches dotting the horizon, like tiny cathedrals. But there is only the blandness of
an office district, and the steady, pulsing rhythm of any city. Weighing his options, Joel decides
that he needs to, at the very least, earn enough cash for a plane ticket home.
‘Although, it’s not like Spatz will just hand everything back over when I arrive. And what
am I supposed to do here? I’m pad-less.’
Stopping on a street corner, he scans his surroundings...
“What’s the matter, my friend? You look like your lunch money was lifted.”
Turning, expecting someone, Joel finds a mass of blankets propped against a wall, a
human body buried underneath. Two eyes peering out of a tangle of sheets. “Am I right?” The
voice of an old man, curled up against the side of the brick building, projects out of the linens.
“Well, someone kind of has,” Joel admits, surprised at the perceptiveness of a homeless
man. “How’d you guess?”
The blankets shift, arms folding underneath. “It’s your face.”
“What do you mean?”
The sound of a head being scratched resonates outward from deep within the cloth: a
dirty, gritty sound. “That’s my job,” the blankets insist. “How else would I know when I’m gonna
eat?”
The homeless man’s voice sounds gravelly and worn. Careful not to knock over the
man’s Styrofoam change cup, Joel kneels down on the pavement. For the same reason he
keeps his motivational tapes, falling for a speaker like Billy Reed, and for the same reason he
put his life in the hands of a beast like Spatz, Joel’s eager for instruction. Any kind of instruction,
it seems. “Explain it to me.”
“You see, I look for the guilty ones. They always give,” the beggar says, pointing to the
thriving street, a grimy fingernail popping out of the sheets. “People who are hiding something
seem to think they can purchase penance from me. But, don’t get me wrong, I need those
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people. They’re the ones I move for. Extend my hand to them, extend this cup and, I assure
you, it’ll come back heavier than it was before.”
Joel watches a group of well-dressed men walking by, tossing some change at the
beggar’s feet, keeping their stares fixed straight ahead. A familiar principle of buying ahead for
the afterlife. But this guy is light years beyond Joel, in terms of salesmanship.
“What about people who are just plain generous?” Joel asks.
A hoarse, broken cackle shakes through the fabric, the garments shimmying along with
the hearty laugh. “They’re few and far between, my friend. Few and far between. But their
money’s welcome too.”
Joel nods, amazed, and slightly ill at ease, at the panhandler’s practical insight. It’s as if
the man’s words had come out of Spatz’s mouth. Gazing at the pile of cloth, he remembers the
way he felt several years ago when the boss first rolled up in a muddied pick-up truck,
interrupting an intense session of palm reading. How, when they spoke, Joel recognized the
knowledge he could stand to gain from a close partnership. Speaking to Spatz that first day
made Joel feel like he was in control, empowered for the first time in his young life.
“Aren’t you hot underneath those blankets, though?”
A grubby finger peeks out again, twirling a loose, dangling thread. “Yes…very,” the
blankets admit. “But, again, that’s just another part of the job. I’ve found that, when they can’t
see my face, I earn double what I normally would because I’m providing them with a special
service.” Joel imagines the man to be winking when he says this. “With me, they can imagine
whatever they like: some kid they used to rough up, a brother they don’t call enough, a poor
bastard they stepped over to move ahead. I could be anything. And I am. I’m anything you want
me to be, my friend. I pick up more tips than any other raggedy man on the streets of the whole
city of Goldmine.”
“How do you know that?”
“We talk.”
“Ah.”
Feeling very connected, Joel sees a kindred spirit somewhere in there, shrouded
beneath the fibers. While he knows they don’t really have a similar skills set, largely due to the
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fact that Joel doesn’t have a skills set, he thinks they have the same goals. For the moment, he
forgets why his heart was so heavy.
“But not many others can put up with the hot sun the way I can,” the man continues,
aware that he has Joel’s full attention. A real chatty sage. “Yep, you gotta be tough for this line
of work. Oh, hang on.” The beggar’s hand shoots up at a tense looking businessman, Styrofoam
cup waving free near the man’s waist. The businessman drops a few green singles, avoiding eye
contact with Joel and hurrying along. “Sorry. A regular,” the blankets explain, cheerfully. “You
see, he used to walk by here with a young girl, didn’t give me a second look. Soon as she
disappears, I become a stop on his route. Interesting, no?”
“You know, you’ve really got an angle here, Mr…”
The man’s shoulders shrug as he places his money cup back down onto the concrete,
folding himself in his garments. “Nope. Sorry, my friend, no names. Didn’t I just tell you? I could
be anything.”
Joel laughs, tapping his temple. “Right, right. Well, Mr. Blankets, I appreciate your work
ethic, and I was wondering if you could actually do me a favor. Now, you seem to be the kind of
guy who knows where to find a free meal in this city…”
Blankets whips his head around, the wrinkled face of an old man suddenly visible amidst
the rags…but he immediately bundles back up again before continuing, frightened by the
sudden exposure. “Why would someone like you need a free meal?” he finally asks, his voice
high-pitched.
“I’m hungry, Blankets. And I’ve got no money.”
But Blankets scoffs, flapping a rag in Joel’s direction. “Why don’t you just use the face,
my friend?”
“No, no, I usually just use this book and these pads, but I don’t have them,” Joel says,
placing his hand on the man’s shoulder. Or what he thinks might be his shoulder. “I’m just a
little beat and I need to recharge, you understand? I can hardly think right now.”
The beggar falls silent, and a yellowy eye shifts back and forth inside the rags,
deliberating, until it stops, fixed on Joel’s face. “Well, okay. Once in a while, we do get weary of
selling ourselves. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t know the feeling.” So, the mass of linens begins to
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move, a foul, unwashed odor stirring up out of the sheets, two dusty feet popping out the
bottom. “All right, come with me. We’re stopping by the soup kitchen.”
This is nice. And this sage might not be a good influence, but at least he’s not Spatz.
Weaving in and out of human traffic, Blankets hurries along the sidewalk, change-cup
thrust out ahead of him, Joel trailing behind. Pedestrians go out of their way to accommodate
the man, frantically flinging coins at him as they whiz past. “Clever, clever guy,’ Joel thinks. ‘A
plan can get you anything.’ He reflects on how easily he understood the beggar, forging a bond
with him. He wonders why he couldn’t do this with Uncle Richie.
With Joel almost out of breath, they finally stop down the road in front of an ominous
stone establishment. It looks like a once thriving church: large blocks of concrete glued on top
of one another, gray, faded stones piled up toward the heavens. A line of beaten-up, tattered
homeless forms at the entrance, streaming inside the ancient wooden doors.
“Here we are. Fastest soup kitchen around. Used to be a Protestant thing and, before
that, somebody’s old mansion, I think.” Blankets rattles his Styrofoam as he talks, sifting
through the new additions, the odd pair joining the end of the line. “A millionaire, I guess. Left
it to the destitute peoples of Goldmine, instead of giving it away. Good choice,” he concludes,
before adding, “…and it’s better that we have it and not some rotten privileged kids.” Joel raises
his eyebrows at Blankets’ bitterness, an emotion not evident in his earlier methodology. “But,
who knows, my friend,” Blankets shrugs. “I think I’ll stop in for a nip myself. Day’s a little slow.”
The other homeless whisper to one another, watching Blankets and his new, dapper
friend approaching the end of the procession. While Blankets doesn’t seem to care, Joel can
feel the tension, the voices rising as the line moves along. And one of the more strident beggars
speaks up: “What’s the matter, Henry? You haven’t taken enough from the rest of us out on the
streets, with your goddamned rags!” yells the particularly craggy-looking individual. As in, even
his one tooth is a little dirty.
“How dare you, my friend! How dare you say my name! What did I tell you? I have no
name!” Blankets shouts, flapping his garments in disgust, before turning his attention to Joel.
“Lousy drifters. Some people have got no class.”
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“Yeah.” Watching Blankets speak, Joel recognizes pride in the man, the subtle way he
refers to panhandling as his “job.” He seems more mannered than the others, even beneath the
cloth.
Inching forward on the bread line, Joel spots a meager, buffet–style luncheon awaiting
them on the inside, the smells wafting through the open wooden doors: soup, and platters of
fruit, and juice. It’s a giant single room, without any pews. Just a great hall, with a bread line at
the front, and a bunch of tables set up in the back, the lucky first ones already chomping. Joel’s
stomach growls at the glorious sight, and he wipes the edges of his mouth with the back of his
hand, swaying where he stands. “Easy…patience,” Blankets urges, having more experience with
the endurance one needs to survive on a bread line.
And who’s this?
In Joel’s hungry, hazy first sight, her ensemble seems old and out of fashion, rooted out
of some aged flapper’s wardrobe: a faded brown dress, plain heels, and some cheap beads for a
necklace. Almost like a conscious effort to strip away affectation. The young lady stands at the
head of the lunch table, dropping chicken soup into an old man’s bowl, blushing when some of
it misses, splattering on the floor. Even amongst the homeless, she looks like a time traveler,
her pale, freckly face accentuated against the dimly lit backdrop of the old church. A few
candles lit here and there. He can’t imagine how she’d appear against the swarm of upstanding
Goldminians outside, those who fling change at beggars and continue on their busy way.
“Who’s she?” Joel asks, his belly silencing.
Blankets clicks his tongue and sighs, a blackened hand jutting out of the linens.
“Her…remember when you asked about the generous ones?”
“Yeah.”
“There you have it, my friend. She’s here every other day. If you’ve got a sad story to
tell, she’s the one to tell it to,” he assures, as if Joel were scouting for potential investors.
“She’ll give you more than you’d ever ask for, from a single person. Believe me, I would know. I
can always count on a few dollars from her pocket, with a ‘Here you go’.” As he talks, he
loosens one of the scarves wrapped around his face, dragging it down to get a better view.
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“And she’s got a way of looking at you that makes you want to take your blankets off, bow your
head, and say thank you, proper.”
A glowing review from the wise beggar. But it sounds like she might be a bit of a foil for
our man; he isn’t really into charity work. “But how does she make a living?”
Blankets waves a cloth in his face. “Her father is some big-time TV producer. See him on
billboards all the time. Billboards with clouds and angels and haloes…heavenly junk. She doesn’t
have to do any of this, my friend. She’s no prisoner, doing no ‘community service.’”
“Television, huh?”
“Mmh. He comes down sometimes, too. But he only comes when there’s cameras,
flashes going on and off in all of our faces. It bothers everybody, you know? And he doesn’t look
you in the eye the way she does, no sir.” Joel watches silently as the girl squeezes the hand of
one of her patrons, so genuine that it almost seems affected. Almost.
“Hey, why do you ask me this? Are you intrigued, my friend?” Blankets says, nudging
Joel’s side.
“I just like to know who’s serving my food, that’s all.” This sends Blankets into a fit of
giggles. Still trailing behind the rowdy group of starved panhandlers, Joel begins to feel odd.
Something tells him she’s his exact opposite. She’s looks about as far away on the human
spectrum as you could get.
Some cloth unraveling from his shoulder, Blankets continues to chuckle. “Well, you
might have a shot, my friend, you might have a shot. I hear things. I do listen to people talking,”
the man notes, as if Joel would argue this point. “And that isn’t part of my job, between you
and me. It’s just a benefit.”
Our sage seems to be decaying into juicy hearsay.
“What things?” Joel asks, his eyes still on the girl. They’re moving nearer to their
subject, the young woman pressing a satisfied patron’s nose like a button, telling him to come
back soon. How adorable.
“Let’s just say, she isn’t alone too often,” Blankets replies. “Once or twice, I’ve been
privileged to some information that we’re not the only men she’s kind to.” But then he folds his
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arms and sighs, leering through his fabric anyway. “Maybe her big heart just can’t hold all that
love. When you look at it that way, my friend, how can you really fault her?”
“I think you like her. Talking like that,” Joel teases, feeling the best he’s felt in weeks.
Months, maybe. Gabbing about a mysterious girl, he feels involved in life, the darkness of the
last twenty-four hours beginning to part.
“A man can dream, can’t he?” Blankets asks, quite seriously.
Next in line, Joel listens in on her conversation with another beggar, their familiar,
effortless interaction. “It’s just the same couple words, over and over, driving me nuts. Too
sweet a sound to resist, though,” the girl explains, speaking of, as Joel can only guess, the
melody of an infectious song. “I try not to think about it, but it’s just so much more satisfying to
give in and hum: ‘He’s got the whole world, in his hands!’” she croons, the beggar grinning
along, but obviously clueless as to what she’s talking about. Joel grins too, as if she were
speaking to him. “Do you remember that? Such a beautiful one!”
Lovely, really. Not sure about her taste in music. But, catching him in the thick of his
investigation, she looks up to Joel, and the line is now stepping forward. “And how can I help
you?” the girl asks, with her freckly cheeks, raising her light brown eyebrows.
“You want to help me?” he chokes, befuddled. Blankets gently kicks his heel. “I mean,
yes, you want to help me. Um, as an appetizer, I’ll have the stuffed mushrooms, followed by the
crispy duck for an entrée.” Look at him go. Without the shadow of a con hanging over his head,
it seems like he’s decided to, astonishingly, make an impression.
“I’m sorry, we’re all out of duck. We ran out of room for the feathers. May I suggest the
bread and soup?” She has those little wrinkles near the edges of her lips, laugh lines. And while
she is pale, she’s not as pale as Uncle Richie was. Just a regular kind of pale. With dots. But he
can’t really get a great look at her. He’s nervous to lift his head up.
“Sure, that’ll be fine, too,” he says. He thinks of his bank teller back in
Anyplace/Anywhere, the way she always yearned for this contact. And the way he shut it down
for the sake of anonymity, or something or other. As much as he’s disturbing himself right now,
he does feel a little foolish for never really trying it before. He’s a bit of a slow developer.
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She ladles some broth into a bowl, carefully placing it in front of him, not spilling a drop.
“You’re neat-looking. Too neat to be eating here,” she remarks, eyeing his suit, and then his
face. Thankfully, the sores are all gone. “I haven’t seen you around before.”
“Yes, well…” he grins, “…came to see what all the fuss was about. Reviews and whatnot.” She smiles back, and finishes serving him, averting her gaze until his lunch tray is full.
Behind him, Blankets is giddy, the rags of his body trembling. “You really have to do something
about the selection, but, overall, I’m satisfied with the service,” Joel adds, waiting for her to
laugh, before making his way to a table. Way to go, Joel.
“Will you look at that!” Blankets exclaims, jogging over, setting his food down. Our wise
sage is a bit excitable. “There’s your angle, hard at work, charmer. Hey, I think she’s looking
over here!” he blurts, part of his face popping out from behind his rags.
“Shh! Stop! Just eat!”
Joel digs through his food, the last proper meal he had being a bag of peanuts from a
flight attendant. He’s embracing this experience, plugged in to his surroundings. “This isn’t so
bad, Blankets. I mean, I had a rough morning, but this isn’t so bad,” he sputters, sounding more
like he’s actually speaking to himself. “You know, I don’t have a business partner anymore. We
might figure something out together. I used to have this other guy, but now…I think we’d be a
good team.”
“You don’t say! Well, I would very much like that, my friend.” Reaching over, Blankets
squeezes Joel’s arm, and Joel imagines that the man is smiling beneath his rags.
“I used to be a palm reader,” Joel continues. “That’s how my conversation became
somewhat…uh…fluid. We both have a talent for reading people, Blankets, and I think you’d fit
right into my line of work.”
He’s kidding himself if he thinks Blankets could learn anything from him.
“Sure. It’d be nice to have some company, too,” Blankets admits.
“I’m just glad I could make you happy, Uncle Richie,” Joel grins, tearing off a piece of
bread. Uh…
“What? Who’s Uncle Richie?”
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With the roll hanging out of his mouth, Joel zeros in on the friendly beggar, bringing his
eyes to the man’s meticulously shrouded face: the mess of rags that could be anything, the
mess of rags that aims to be anyone…for the sole purpose of cultivating guilt. Swallowing hard,
he quickly loses every bit of that positive energy that was stirred up from before. All of the
darkness of the past day swoops back over him, blown in from a distance, the thoughts of Uncle
Richie and his liquid end splashing back into his mind.
“Oh…he’s…sorry. I was thinking of someone else,” Joel whispers, hunching up over his
plate.
“Yeah, no problem,” Blankets nods, puzzled.
Too bad. Joel was acting like a real, live boy for a while there.
“Hey! Henry! This is our table!” someone screams, thudding over, the plastic utensils
shaking on the table. Joel recognizes the same loud, disgruntled beggar from before, and he’s
even angrier now that Blankets is officially seated. And the beggar’s group of livid homeless
men crowd behind Joel’s companion…Henry, as they know him…glowering over him. “Since
when do you need to eat here anyway? Shouldn’t you be out there, grabbing every last cent
you can?” the beggar snarls, showing his tooth, pulling back his lips to reveal the yellow.
Blankets throws his plastic fork to the floor, his wrapped head spinning around. “What
did you just say?”
“C’mon! There’s enough for everybody! Let’s just eat in peace!” Joel implores, knowing
very little about the politics of homeless culture in Goldmine. This does nothing to calm the
group. They turn to face this outspoken new addition to their society: a privileged looking guy,
by any standards.
“Who’s this?” the beggar cries, the other men laughing cruelly. “Look at him, he
looks…clean! What’s he even doing with you?” the man growls. “He’s definitely not one of us.
Now you’re both taking our food!”
“No, you let him be! He’s hungry, just like you!” Blankets cries. “He just so happens
to…to…have a suit and a pleasant face!”
The angry beggar sighs, cracking his filthy knuckles, his business clearly with Blankets
alone. “Fine, whatever,” he reasons, dismissing a very relieved Joel, shoving him aside and
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taking his place across from Blankets at the lunch table. The other men bump Joel away,
forming a circle around the two rivals, and Joel’s forced to stand on his toes to see the action.
He watches as the angry beggar leans over, taunting his subject, getting right in line with his
enemy’s eyes. “Now, you get up and move, Henry!”
“Say it again,” Blankets whispers through his teeth. “Say my name…one…more…time.
See what happens.”
Concerned for his own safety, Joel slinks a few steps away.
“…Henry,” the beggar hisses.
Leaping from his seat, Blankets lunges at the beggar, hitting him with a football-style
tackle: a whirling mess of dirt and grime and cloth. They roll across the floor, the other
homeless men cheering them on, their altercation knocking over the flimsy table and
overturning Joel’s abandoned lunch tray.
“What did I tell you? What did I say? I have no name!” Blankets shrieks, choking the man
with one of his own loose linens. With all the baggy fabric, Joel can barely see what’s happening
underneath. Breaking through the crowd, he reaches into the fracas, trying hard to separate
the men, getting his hand bitten by one of them in the process.
“Ouch!”
As the other beggar’s face turns blue, Joel worries that Blankets won’t know when to
stop himself; fortunately for the vagrant stuck squarely beneath Blankets’ fists, a squad car
whoops outside, followed by stern shoes hitting pavement.
“Look what you both did! It’s the cops!” somebody yells, and everyone immediately
scatters, soup and bread flying.
Two officers pound through the doors, sending them all into further chaos. Joel looks for
the girl at the front of the hall, but he can’t see through all the panicked homeless. “Who’s
causing trouble in here? We give you a nice little place to eat, and this is what you do with it?”
one of the cops roars, grabbing hold of a troublemaker’s collar as he tries to scurry out.
Still edgy about his standing with the law, Joel tucks the half-broken table under his arm,
folding it up tight for future use. The pragmatist. And sprinting in the opposite direction, he
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makes a break for the back exit, leaving Blankets and the others to the mercy of the men in
blue.
“Sorry, Blankets! I’ve gotta run! Nice meeting you, though!” Joel calls over his shoulder,
disappearing out the fire escape; and the men continue to wrestle and tumble one another on
the ground, furious officers attempting to pry them apart.
Chapter Eight/Attempted Clairvoyance in Goldmine
…in which our hero learns how to make a macramé egg…no, seriously, read the title…
Who doesn’t love a good food fight? Well, I guess if you’re hungry you probably
wouldn’t. But, thankfully, Joel made it out of that fierce homeless brawl, and now he’s out on
the town, or the city of Goldmine, rather.
But he isn’t wandering right now. It seems, for the first time in a long time, he’s actually
staying in one spot. How uncharacteristic of him.
He’s standing behind a table, in fact.
“Have you ever wanted to know the future? Have you ever wanted to jump over that
crack in the road up ahead? Try a palm reading! Five dollars! All it takes is a little inside
knowledge, and you can forever be ahead of the game!”
Maybe it’s not so uncharacteristic. A young couple eyeballs him, cautiously stepping
around his half-broken table. And they look back behind themselves when they’re far enough
away, suspicious and offended expressions on their faces. He huffs.
Joel set up shop on the sidewalk with his handy soup kitchen table, several blocks from
the shelter to avoid any altercations with police. And the armpit stains on his wrank suit are
slowly working their way down to his waistline. Unfortunately, it’s still daylight outside. He’s
back in the business district, harassing commuters, if you couldn’t tell. And Joel doesn’t have
much experience with commuters. I don’t believe that there were any in Anyplace/Anywhere.
No one was going anywhere.
Although he’s slightly less hungry than he was before, his pockets remain empty, the
people of Goldmine being less than forthcoming. Even near this booming intersection. In the
shadow of a nameless corporate building, it seems he’s reverting back to his old ways, the very
old ways, the palm-reading ones. Keeping his eyes peeled for potential customers, he hopes
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that Blankets made it out of the scuffle okay; he’s feeling a little guilty for leaving, but with
nothing in his wallet, and con artistry being his only (sort of) skill, he really had no choice but to
stay off the radar. Plus, his instincts of avoiding police are difficult to turn off.
“Hey! How about you?” Joel yells, spotting an old woman hobbling across the other side
of the street. She keeps moving forward with her shiny, silver walker, pretending she doesn’t
hear him. “You don’t want to know what’s gonna happen? Too busy, huh?”
“Shut up, you weasel,” she shouts, turning to shake her boney fist in the air. “Don’t
bring your Godlessness here!”
“Jeez,” he whispers. Drumming his fingers on his filthy, lop-sided table, he watches her
carry on, still muttering to herself as she turns a corner. He wonders what, exactly, he’s missing
right now. It’s been so long since he’s actually done a palm reading. Ever since Spatz swiped him
up, it’s been nothing but…and then he understands. He thinks of what the past few years of
working at Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry have taught him, the surefire way to get the public
interested in a product…or, at least, people over the age of eighty. So, he decides to restart his
aggressive advertising. With one minor adjustment.
“It is through me that the Holy Spirit has found a mouthpiece!” he hollers, pitching to
the crowded pavement with renewed confidence. “Ladies and Gentlemen, it may sound
strange to some of you, but the voices have spoken, and I have listened! I have felt the good,
warm presence inside me, and it urges me to call out to the rest of you! For a five dollar
donation, I will prophesize your fate! I don’t pretend to know of its power, I am merely a vessel!
Who will be the first to step up and open their eyes to the grander plan?”
It looks like our man is truly underestimating the people of Goldmine. This worked on
mourning octogenarians, sometimes, but city-folk? There is a vast difference that must be
accounted for.
Or not.
Within minutes, his table is swamped with takers. Goldminians pack in around him to
connect with Joel’s Holy Spirit, clutching their “donations” in their hands, the commuters
rushing down the sidewalk from both directions.
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“Easy, now, easy…who’s first?” he asks, thrilled. As angry as he is with Spatz, he thinks
now that the man gave him some valuable life lessons about human nature. Strange, being that
the boss seems like he’s pretty far removed from anything that could be considered humanity.
And up until this moment, Spatz’s instruction never elicited this kind of response.
“Tell me how to be happy!” one man shouts, pressing his hands flat against the table.
“How can I trust again?!” another woman cries.
This doesn’t look good for Joel’s progress. And we thought doddering townies were
enablers…
He doesn’t really know how to deal with the enthusiasm, with the Goldminians shoving
one another out of the way to get to a front spot at the table. Normally, Joel’s prying money
from nearly dead, clenched fists in funeral parlors. But, looking from face to face to try and
determine the easiest mark in the crowd around him, he spots a plain young woman
approaching him from the opposite side of the street. She’s flustered and out of breath; she’s
peeking her head up to see what all the commotion is about. Say, she looks familiar. Maybe
she’ll put a stop to this.
Squinting as she gets closer, Joel recognizes her from the church, the generous one. The
intriguing one. The one who pushed him to try and connect, when he had felt so optimistic
about things. Feels so long ago. Nearing the sidewalk, she looks at him with the sun in her eyes,
her head cocked to the side.
‘Irish and beyond,’ he thinks to himself, as an eager customer thrusts a five-dollar bill
into his face. Witnessing her fully in the light, he’s never seen this many freckles on a face
before. Her brownish hair is stuffed up beneath a pill-box hat now, but a few wisps of her dance
behind her head. Retro, but in a way that isn’t hip. She’s still dressed in her flapper gear, the
plain brown dress and the cheap beads: not too impressive on the fashion front. Though,
neither is Joel, who has a closet full of light blue suits and dangling red power ties back at
home. Like a cartoon character, our man, same thing everyday.
“Um…you!” Joel says, pointing to the girl, leaning around the rest of the crowd. “The
Holy Spirit is asking me to give you a rea…prophesize your fate!”
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His audience groans, their arms dropping down, still holding their “donations.” It never
feels good to be passed over by a soothsayer. Many of them begin trudging away, unwilling to
wait for a prophesy.
“Oh, it’s you,” the girl says, bopping up to his table. “And look at you now, with your
suit and tie, talking about the good Lord!” she smiles. A goofy, bucked tooth display. “I didn’t
know this was your occupation!”
Okay. She doesn’t see anything wrong with this picture.
And the rest of his crowd decides that they’d rather not sit through an entire reading,
the sidewalk emptying out. But he doesn’t mind. “It’s funny,” the girl continues, “I was
wondering why somebody like yourself would eat at the kitchen. I’m sure you want to be close
to the less fortunate, being a man of faith.” He grins. “Hey, did you see what happened in
there?”
Shaking his head, Joel would rather not let on that he evaded the police.
“You know the one who’s always covered in rags?” she asks, pointing behind herself.
“And he’s a real darling. You know who I’m talking about, right? You were standing right with
him on the bread line. I think his name is Henry…”
“Actually, I believe he prefers to be called Blankets,” Joel interrupts, politely.
“Well, okay, right, him and another man started fighting it out, right there in the middle
of the lunch room!” she says, her forehead scrunching, the red and brown freckles bunching up.
“Cops came and everything! My goodness, what a mess! They’re still questioning everybody.
You’re lucky you got out when you did! I didn’t even see you leave.” Sneaky, Joel. Staring at him
for a moment, her eyes move from the table to his suit. “You know, this has been a heck of a
day for me. I was heading over to the office, thinking about this dream I had, completely a
nervous wreck from what just happened and…wouldn’t you know it, your table’s right in my
way!” Joel smiles back, unsure of what she’s getting at. “So, can I tell you about it? Would you
know what it means?”
Her voice is high-pitched and teetering on shrill. But Joel hears energy. He hears
optimism. He hears, maybe, a sale. “Oh, right! Well, I mainly do palm…” he coughs,
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“…prophecies, through the Holy Spirit inside of me. But it’s the same rate for something like
that.”
This isn’t a really new leaf. This is a lot like that old leaf from before.
“Great!” The young woman plants herself on the edge of his table, nearly tipping the
flimsy thing over. She seems a little unstable. Goldmine is quite a city. Meeting her officially
now, Joel didn’t realize how enthusiastic she is for just about everything. “I should let you know,
though, that I usually don’t buy into this type of prophesying, the street performing type,” she
notes, swinging her purse into her lap.
Her statement, understandably, startles Joel, since he figured her for a fairly easy
customer, considering the child-like way she’s acting. And also, he assumed that everyone
involved with real charity work had a naïve view on the world. Nice.
“Really?” he asks. “Why not?”
She pauses to phrase her words delicately, so as not to offend him. This confuses Joel.
He doesn’t ever restrain himself. “Well, I know you claim to summon the Holy Spirit and all, but
I think that people should generally ask God these questions, unless they’re having trouble with
their faith,” she says. “And my father works with guys like you, and mostly they’re baloney. Not
all of them, but most of them.”
“And you should ask God as well,” he agrees, not wanting to contradict the customer.
“But the Lord works in mysterious ways, and he led you here for a reason.”
He’s getting better at this. It’s like he’s inspired by his new surroundings.
She thinks on his pap explanation, clasping her hands together near her waist. “You
know…maybe you’re right!” the girl admits, slapping his shoulder with her freckly hand. He
jumps, his knees hitting the table. Joel still isn’t big on the whole human contact thing. “Why
not? I’ll give it a shot, right?”
That was easy. Afraid she might try to touch him again, Joel sits back, gesturing for her
to take the floor.
“We’ll get right down to it then,” she begins. “Okay, so…when the dream starts out, my
father and I are digging for weeds in the garden. And there’s dirt everywhere, all over my face
and hands. But my daddy looks clean and he’s smiling away.”
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He attempts to pay attention to the fears between her words, the way he usually tries
to do with a client. With old folks, though, it was never really too important. Their fears were
always the same, when they were fully awake. But Joel guesses that, even without the pads,
the same rules should apply.
“And there all these Black people around us, and they’re working on gardens, too.”
Joel coughs loudly.
“Hmm. Well…that’s pretty strange,” he says. “Keep in mind that you should be thinking
of this as a personal encounter with the Spirit.”
“Right…”
“So you should keep your voice down.”
“Oh, yes, I’m sorry. So, there are all these Black people around, and they’re digging
weeds too, but in their own gardens,” the girl continues, at a similar volume. “All right, now I’m
warning you, this is where it gets strange. Out of nowhere, these dinosaurs start stomping
around and biting up the Black people! They just reach right down out of the sky, and sweep
them up in their mouths! What do you think about that?” she asks, her eyes wide.
Yeah, what do you think, Joel?
“That’s…very interesting. Keep going,” he urges, nodding like a psychiatrist.
“Then I see that there’s dirt all over me from the weeds! And the dinosaurs, they think
I’m one of them! So I yell to my daddy, ‘Dad!’” The young woman cries at the top of her lungs,
turning to the crowded street. Joel glances around; she seems intent on telling her dream as
realistically as she can. “’Daddy! Help!” she shouts. “And he just stands there laughing. And I
get snatched up by a big ol’ T. Rex. And that’s all.”
“Huh.” Glad that she’s no longer yelling, Joel pieces the bits together. Though, the riddle
isn’t difficult. But closing his eyes, he feigns an intense trance, sure to furrow his brow in deep
thought. “Does your father have any prejudices, miss?” he asks, his eyes still shut.
“No, he doesn’t. He just isn’t very fond of Black people,” she answers, very seriously.
“Oh, okay.” Joel opens his eyes. “I’m getting…yes…I’m getting the message that this
dream has something to do with your relationship…possibly. Maybe he doesn’t think very
highly of you at the moment? Have you done something to…contradict him?”
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Shifting on the table, she crosses her arms, leaning back on her hip to get a better look
at him. Her pill-box sits at an angle on her light brown head now, her white cheeks turning pink
from the sun. She looks very charming in this light. If only she weren’t speaking. “Yes, you’re
right. We had a fight recently. He called me a whore for going on a date. With a Black boy.”
How shocking. He concentrates again, affecting another intense mental strain,
passionately massaging his temples. He’s figuring that, the harder he makes this look, the more
impressed she’ll be. He’s definitely improving. “It’s telling me…your dream is really about the
fear you have that your father will disown you…and maybe even that the world might look at
you differently for dating this boy. Well, that’s the way the Holy Spirit puts it.”
She chews her bottom lip, fascinated, but clearly still on the fence about his
supernatural capacities. “You can’t get any more specific than that?”
“Well, are you experiencing any of those emotions? Like a fear of your father’s
abandonment, or guilt for going against him? When the Holy Spirit’s involved, all you need to
do is delve into your thoughts to find the meaning of His words,” he says, quite spiritually.
Locking eyes with her, Joel tries to display the same fixed gaze that he used in the face of
countless elderly customers. Not that it ever really won anybody over. “Can’t you see that this
is all the information you need? The Holy Spirit will only give you enough to find truths on your
own.”
However, looking back at him, her gaze only softens when it meets his; it doesn’t look
confused or anxious at all. Her fair, adorably spotted face is calm and still, even dreamy. And he
sees that she is coming around now, nodding her head at him. But it wasn’t fear or doubt or
confusion that brought her to buy his flimsy act. She saw something else in his face that
changed her mind. Without those three things, he wonders what won her over. He’s never seen
anything else work.
“Well, the words do ring true,” the girl admits. “I may be feeling guilty about this, and…”
Joel lifts his eyebrows. “…you might be right,” she concludes. “It does make sense. And it’s a
fine explanation for what I’ve been feeling lately.” His body relaxes as she shakes her head in
admiration. Unbelievable. “You know, I think you’ve got a gift, sir!” she says, nudging his arm,
Joel clenching. “You just took that dream apart! Like a psychologist or something!”
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“The Holy Spirit must dabble in psychotherapy,” he adds, as the young lady scoots off
the table and back onto the pavement. He’s still curious as to what influenced her so greatly,
but he decides to chalk it up to his persuasive abilities. Yeah, okay. It’s odd…he never had this
confidence before. His hometown sometimes made him feel like a bit of a hack, a lightweight in
the con world. But, in Goldmine, everything’s changing. And there’s no way that’s good news.
At any rate, that was the strangest interaction Joel has had yet, and we’ve seen him talk about
strapping on knee pads for the Apocalypse.
“I keep having the same dream,” she sighs. “It’s recurring. That’s what they call it, right?
Recurring?”
“Yes, they call it that.”
“Do you ever have dreams like that?”
The commuters of Goldmine flow around her as she speaks, doggedly moving forward.
And he starts to feel the heavy bags hanging under his eyes. He reflects on her words, thinking
of dreams; he hasn’t slept since the car ride to the airport with Spatz, but he doesn’t expect to
anytime soon. The train is waiting behind his eyelids, he knows it. Her question makes him feel
sad and strange, like when he mistook Blankets for Uncle Richie. He’s petrified of what sleep
might hold for him now, with all the failure and horror of last night stored up in his head. “Why
do you look so sad?”
“What? I’m not…I don’t look sad,” Joel snorts, returning to the table.
“Yeah, you do. I can tell. Something’s wrong with you,” she insists, pointing a pale
finger.
“There’s nothing wrong with me.”
“Well, no, I didn’t mean it like that. You just look like you need to get something off your
chest.”
He fidgets, uncomfortable with the girl’s insight, a knack for reading emotions that he
himself often tries to employ. He certainly didn’t see that coming. “That’ll be five dollars. You
know, the donation,” he grunts, looking past her into the street. His table sits adjacent to a
cross-walk, allowing him to look into faces and the backs of heads as commuters come and go.
Because he’s such a people person.
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“Gosh! You don’t have to get so snippy!” She clamps her hands on her hips. “You helped
me, and I just want to know a little about you. You’re obviously in tune with something special.”
Obviously. “You’re right, I’m sorry,” he agrees, eager now to get rid of her any way that
he can. Though he found her intriguing before, thinking about Uncle Richie has soured him
again. He wants an anonymous customer to wash the taste of her away. He doesn’t know what
he was thinking, desiring to talk to this girl.
Our man. He’ll do anything to not have to deal with his emotions. But, like his feelings
about Uncle Richie, the girl isn’t going away.
“And what is this a donation for?” she asks, opening her purse.
“It’s for the church. The Church of the Sacred…Bleeding…Mary,” Joel answers. Brilliant.
As she digs through her things, he stares at the table in front of them, noticing the letter
markings where beggars etched their initials into the wood for posterity. He thinks of how silly
the concept is: the wish to be remembered by other beggars, by new generations of
hopelessness, to live on after your own miserable life has ended. And yet, he doesn’t relate this
to his inspirational tapes. Objects that will remain on the Earth, long after everything else has
decomposed.
“Is that in Goldmine?” she says, money in hand.
“Is wha…no, it’s in Anyplace/Anywhere…Nebraska.”
He taps his shoe against the pavement, silently wishing her away. When he first saw her,
he was certain she was unlike any other person he’d ever met. And he’s not so sure he wants to
be around such…such…warmth. Someone who would take an actual interest in the things that
come out of his mouth, for reasons other than their own success in the afterlife.
“And how are you affiliated with them?”
“I’m the…pastor.”
Pastor? Does he know what that is? Joel, a man of the cloth. Can you see it?
“Huh. The church sounds Catholic,” she says. She looks so sweet standing here, her
white, dotted arms snaked around her waist, patiently listening as our man dumps lie after lie
onto her small shoulders. And Joel can identify this sweetness. And he doesn’t like the way it’s
making him look.
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“Well, it’s Baptist,” he grumbles. Cars honk in the street nearby, impatient drivers
gridlocked in their lanes. So close to the intersection, the sound startles him: Joel can see the
whole traffic jam clearly over the girl’s shoulder. It doesn’t distract him, though, it just adds to
his discomfort. Makes him want to run from it all.
Sweating much? With those pit stains, it looks like he’s melting ice cubes under his arms.
“So, why are you down here?” the girl chirps. Her hand is still wrapped tightly around
the donation.
“We’re branching out.”
One eye on the road, he notices the congestion worsening, a truck entering the fray, its
chugging engine blustering and cranky. Beads of water drip down Joel’s spine, falling from the
back of his neck.
“To Goldmine?”
“Yes. To Goldmine,” he repeats, the tempo of his foot-tapping steadily increasing,
causing his whole body to bounce rhythmically along. Those veins in the side of his head are
starting to bulge…
“When are you going back to Nebraska?”
“I-I don’t know.”
From the opposite side of the block, a pedestrian is now attempting to cross in front of
the impatient truck driver. It’s a feeble old man, slowly staggering through the intersection, a
chorus of shrill horns attacking him. His face is dirty and worn, like he’s just been roughed up.
He’s dressed in tattered cloth.
And Joel can’t tell if it’s Blankets or not, but he thinks of the semi-wise beggar, his only
real friend here. The pedestrian hobbles along, flapping his rags at the angry drivers, making his
way across the street at a snail’s pace. In his growing discomfort, Joel feels the urge to run out
with the old man, to scream for them to let him be, to slash every tire of every car in every lane.
But he doesn’t. And it disappoints him that he doesn’t, and that he’s never done anything like
that in his whole life. He let the cop die…he let his uncle die…he left Blankets to the police. And
those are only the things he’s let happen to people. The troubles he’s actually forced on others
would probably make those incidents pale in comparison.
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“See! Now you look sad again!”
“Because you won’t leave me alone!” Joel explodes, finally turning his full attention to
her, his “agreeable mug” twisting up. “Because it’s too hot! Because I did something very bad,
something I can’t take back, and now I’m here! With you!”
And she steps back from the table, her lips quivering, her eyes watering. He instantly
regrets his words, not knowing why he’d choose to take out his frustrations on someone who
so clearly adds more value to the world than himself.
“You know…I’m sorry,” he sighs. “Look, you don’t need to give me any money. That was
for free. A freebie from the Holy Spirit. Just leave, please.”
But she remains.
Quietly, the young woman watches him as he attempts to shoo her away, gesturing his
hands in every direction, gesturing his hands away from himself. And before he can protest, she
embraces him (!), wrapping his head snugly in her arms, blanketing him in the freckles…Joel’s
definitely not gonna like this. Although, the rush of air smells nice, like old Shalimar, filling up
his nostrils. “Whatever you did, pastor, it’s okay. You should know that each and every one of
us can be forgiven,” she whispers in his ear.
When he tries to pull away, she squeezes him harder. “I know, thank you for saying that,
but please let go,” he begs, straining to separate himself from his customer. And that feeble
pedestrian is still only half-way across the road…
“If you tell me what happened, you’ll feel better. I promise you won’t feel worse. Was it
something illegal? Did you hurt someone’s heart?”
Staggered by the weirdness of that question, Joel can’t remember ever breaking
someone’s heart. He can’t remember ever being entrusted with one. That’s our man. Out of the
corner of his eye, he notices several Goldminians ogling them, made curious by the site of an
oddly dressed girl clutching an anxious guy in a suit.
“Was anybody hurt? You can say it.” Her grip tightens. He’s starting to feel sick and
suffocated with his mouth so near to the girl’s freckly neck.
“I need air,” he mumbles. Joel attempts to shake his head free, but she doesn’t give him
enough room.
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While he struggles to break away, the horns crescendo in the street, cars beginning to
swerve around the ancient pedestrian, his rags blowing from the passing drivers, each car
nearly striking the man. At the sight of this, Joel grabs her back, staring terrified over her
shoulder. No longer trying to free himself, he watches it all helplessly, cringing for the man who
could be Blankets: another failed connection. And with each near miss, Joel sees a blinding flash
of the liquefied officer spraying into his face, of his uncle’s corpse being mashed into the rails.
“You’re trembling! Oh, you poor guy! What are you so scared of? What did you do that
was so bad? Tell me! Say it! Let it out, Pastor!”
Nestled in the young woman’s dress, his shoulders shaking, he hides his face so he won’t
see the pedestrian anymore and…he…breaks down and sobs. Huh. Neat trick, freckly girl.
“Oh, that’s right, you’re okay now,” she coos. And in his mind, Joel quickly blames the
jet lag, the car horns, and the man who could be Blankets. Her undeserved affection. The
culmination of several hectically traumatic days. But none of it seems to fit. She lightly
scratches the back of his head, shushing him, rocking him back and forth in the center of the
sidewalk.
“It wasn’t what I set out to do. I only ever provided a service selling…pads,” Joel sniffs.
Hallelujah, she’s performing an exorcism, right here on the sidewalk. And he’s
confounding his own heart, completely conscious of the magnitude of all this. ‘My God, what
am I doing?’ he thinks to himself, but still his brain feels loose.
“What kind of pads?” she asks, pulling away. And she looks at him with the purest
compassion, a motherly concern. For everything that’s telling him no, Joel can’t resist this. She’s
got him with the motherly thing. We know Joel’s putty for that.
“Spiritual insurance.”
Through his tears, digging his fingernail into his palm as he explains, he tries hard not to
tell her the whole story, he tries to hold some of it back. He wrestles with himself to let it out in
dribs and drabs, censoring the darker parts of his recent behavior. But when he starts with the
pads, the rest, it just, follows.
And his story floods over her: his sales, the train company, even Uncle Richie. It feels
pumped from his lungs, rushing by faster than he can imagine it. Although, he somehow
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manages to omit the cop’s death. Oh, and the existence of Spatz. He’s guilty, not suicidal. Even
in hysteria, he’s scared of the boss. And going to jail for murder. That too.
Okay, so it’s not a total confession. Close enough, though. That would be too much to
ask.
He heaves deeply after it’s over, dropping his head down to his chest. She was right. He
does feel slightly better. Waiting until he’s got himself under control, he looks up to her for an
answer, cowering, unsure of how she’ll take this. But, it seems like…it seems like her freckled
face betrays no anger. “Pastor…that is an incredible story,” she says, still engaged, even after all
that seedy crap he just delivered. “All that sin, all those lies. You must have felt so alone, and
disgusting, and heartbroken.” She brings her hand to his face, as tender and accepting as she
promised she would be.
You’d have to be some kind of saint to forgive him like that. Or an idiot. Or a
combination of the two. Joel just gazes back at her, astonished that she’s actually reacting this
way.
“And, in the end, the Lord stayed in your life anyway. You’re coming to recognize the
power of your gift: those voices. What you can do with them.”
What’s that you say? Voices? Are they still on the same page?
Mouth hanging open, Joel gawks at her. “Wait…I,” he chokes. She thinks the Holy Spirit
ruse is still real. In fact, she seems to think it’s a direct response to his sordid past.
He pauses for a minute and, having learned nothing from the nervous breakdown, not
even catching a glimpse of the cost of his own bullshit, he wipes his eyes and straightens his tie,
the looseness of his brain tightening up again. Bringing him back to himself. Like hearing the
train horn outside his uncle’s retirement home, her prompt is too tempting to stop him from
going along with this. Even after a collapse. Some people just can’t stop themselves from doing
anything, just like Uncle Richie said. “Yes…I was blessed, anyway,” he says, hardly hesitating.
He’s even considering his inside knowledge now: the heavenly billboards of the girl’s
father. The successful production company. Gossipy sage. Joel didn’t think about it much until
now, but his ever present aspiration, the faint, broad goal of something like fame and fortune,
has awakened. The stimulus, as he sees it, for everything he’s been through. And everything he
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continues to put himself through. It’s the exact kind of desire for success that was so lovingly
nourished by his motivational tapes. Solidified in his skull by Spatz.
“I started clearly hearing the voices when I got to Goldmine, after I fled here,” he
continues, the girl covering her mouth as she listens. And it felt good to vocally purge his sins,
better than he expected; but this doesn’t feel good, it feels right. “And setting up this table, you
know, it seemed like the right thing, the only thing, to do.”
“No. I’ll bet you were hearing the voices all along,” she corrects. “How else were you so
successful at fooling?”
Well, he wasn’t that successful. Examining his eyes, she looks for the heartbreak, but
Joel’s locked up again. He’s too busy wondering, too busy thinking about being on television.
The doors it could open for somebody like himself. How he might be able to survive without
Spatz after all. And the unbearable remorse is all but gone now, leaving as quickly as it had
come. “But, it wasn’t until now, until after the accident, that you started using the gift for
good?” she asks, pushing her hair up into her hat. “Helping other people with it?”
The gift. Opaque Bible quotations to outwit grandpa. And a half-assed dream
interpretation.
“I never thought of it like that,” he nods, surprised at how well this is going. People in
Anyplace/Anywhere, as old and as tired as they were, never bent over backwards for him like
this. To Joel, it’s almost like she’s prompting him, making up reasons to trust him. At the food
shelter, Blankets spoke to him of her generosity, her kindness. But he never said anything about
the excuses she’d make to find a good soul. How it was just borderline naive. Standing with her
heart outstretched, ready and willing to nurse him back to health, she’s reinforcing all of his
presumptions about the charitable. And how they fall by the wayside because of hope like this.
She fumbles in her bag, handing Joel a crumpled tissue to wipe the, nearly dried, tears
from his face. “Did you do all those terrible things before you were a pastor?”
He clears off his cheeks, soaking up the wetness. He can see her watching his hands,
making sure he gets it all, inspecting him like one would a child. “Well, I hate to admit it, but I
was conning all the while,” Joel says, making an understatement. “And when the situation got
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too hot, because of my uncle, I had to leave. I abandoned my congregation a few days ago. The
money I earn today, it’s for them.”
Her face brightens. Sickening, Joel.
“That’s why you’re gathering donations?”
“Yes, I’ve been trying to make it up to them somehow. With my gift,” he explains,
making sure to use her asinine terminology. And he figures he should probably plug his idea
now because, by the look on her face, the girl seems ready to help him in any way that she can.
She should be pitied, but she is inviting all this. “If only I had some way to get to a larger
audience…to reach them, show them what I can do,” he mumbles. “I could start picking up the
pieces…now that I’m figuring out the right way to use my spiritual talent.”
She steps up close, so close that he winces, thinking she might try and clutch him again.
And he doesn’t want to even consider what would happen after that: he can’t afford to divulge
much more of the truth.
“I’m Sweetie.”
How quaint.
“Joel,” he says.
Sweetie works a thought out, staring at Joel with sympathy in her eyes. And something
else. That same look from before, when she changed her mind about his supernatural
capabilities. “You know what…I’m taking you to see my father,” Sweetie decides. With that, she
grabs Joel’s hand and starts walking, dragging him away from his decaying soup kitchen/palm
reading table. Deeper into the city, in the direction of the tallest buildings.
“Wait, I have to finish collecting offerings for my…”
“Your story will be perfect! It’s got everything, practically,” she explains, Joel stumbling
along behind her. “Daddy loves chatting about this stuff. Sin, a fall from grace and salvation!”
They break through a crowd, speed walking into masses of people, groups parting to let
her through. Joel’s thinking that, despite the “gift” nonsense, she’s actually kind of ballsy, in an
absent, crazy sort of a way. And the city isn’t so intimidating for him anymore; he’s walking at
the same pace as all these commuters. Now that she’s holding his hand, he already feels like he
has more of a handle on this place. This Goldmine.
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“He would absolutely love to meet you. You seem for real, too. And you’ve just got this
gift! And this past!” Sweetie talks over her shoulder, buzzing with excitement. “And of course
you deserve to be on! Anyone this open, who can bare their soul like that on a street
corner…well, they must be turning a corner.”
Yes, they must be…
“What does Daddy do?” Joel asks, pretending he doesn’t already know.
“He’s always looking for people to put on one of his shows. There are just so many spots
to fill on the program.” They cross the street, Sweetie stopping traffic with a flick of her wrist,
the drivers obeying. She’s not at all like that old pedestrian. As she pulls him forward, he turns
to look back at his empty table fading into the distance, standing crooked and worse for wear.
“He’s the producer of Sky Talk,” she huffs, getting winded. “The host, too. You ever heard of
that?”
“No. Is it a Christian talk show?”
“Yes, it is! Sounds like you really do have the Holy Spirit!”
Chapter Nine/Back to Business
…in which our villain is probably going to continue to disappoint us…also, we’ll meet our last
main character…no, it’s not too late for that…
In Goldmine, victory seems to come a whole lot easier; in other words, pulling wool isn’t
such a strenuous exercise. Now, if Goldmine was a Biblical city, God would probably say, “Come
now, Joel…enough. Put down the good book, leave my name alone. Step away from the whole
me-damn operation. You’re acting silly.” Or maybe he wouldn’t say anything at all. Maybe he’d
just smite Joel. Send down a lighting bolt or boil his skin or chuck amphibians at him.
But there are no raining amphibians. Not even a newt.
And on we go.
Sweetie leans against the glass overlooking the city, pressing her palms to her father’s
windows. The panes are massive: big enough for the viewer to feel very important. They wait in
the producer’s corner office, Joel sinking into a comfortable leather couch by the door.
Watching her stare off into the street below, he thinks of the considerable turn his day has
taken. A few hours ago, hunkered down with Blankets in the streets, Joel didn’t know if he was
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even going to eat today. Strangest of all, as they were entering the building, he caught a
glimpse of a Billy Reed poster in the lobby, his dearly loved motivational speaker…which made
Joel wonder if the man has a little spot for himself in this very high rise. Like our man needs any
more inspiration to sucker these soft people.
“Are you close with your father?” Sweetie asks, Joel still contemplating a chance
meeting with the famed lecturer. Removing her hat, her brown hair is matted down across her
freckly forehead, and her buck teeth pull on her bottom lip. She looks like someone’s
dangerous kid sister.
“No. I don’t really remember him. I’ve heard he was kind of a bastard,” he says, recalling
an earlier conversation with a now-dead relative. Relaxed in the cushy furniture, Joel decides to
indulge her, figuring she already knows the horrific parts of his story. Or most of the horrific
parts, anyway. “His name was Benny. Don’t know his last name. Some kind of bicycle salesman.
I know he looked like me. Uncanny resemblance. And that’s about it.” Seeing another question
in her frown, he claps his hands together, signifying the end of his knowledge. “Yep. In actuality,
though, I was raised by a few different families, foster ones and what-not…but, mainly…mainly
it was my uncle. Uncle Richie.”
He sinks deeper into the cushion, unsure as to why he just lied. The office smells
artificially fresh, like an upscale department store, lemony and sterile. A giant mahogany desk
sits in the center, dominating the room. It isn’t gaudy, though, just horrifyingly large. A few
paintings hang on the walls, but they seem to be for show: a picture of a vase, a bowl of fruit.
Nothing that anyone could really enjoy. And Joel imagines, or hopes, that the girl’s father is as
dense as his daughter. So, he’s excited about this meeting; he knows he doesn’t have too much
going on anyway, and it couldn’t really hurt his situation. Getting on television could really turn
things around, especially after the low point of the last couple of days. And Joel never knows
when he might be making things worse for himself.
“Your Uncle Richie brought you up? The one you tied to the train tracks?” Sweetie asks,
whipping her head around, her brown bangs swaying.
He sits up straight. “No, he didn’t raise me…not him. A different one.” He watches her as
she turns back to the window, smudging her fingerprints on the glass again. On edge, Joel
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reckons that he should probably get his stories together. This Sweetie sometimes surprises him.
The citizens of Goldmine seem to accept what he says, as long as it’s said quickly and
confidently, but she just connected his words. She had been so naïve before; every so often,
she reads him well. Like when she felt his sadness, knowing something was buried.
That could be good.
While Joel ponders Sweetie’s disturbing perceptiveness, the door swings open, startling
them both. A relatively stocky, banal-looking businessman steps into the room. If you saw him
on the street, with his oil slick hair, his medium build, and his well-tailored grey suit, you
wouldn’t look twice. He’s got a slight tinge of his daughter’s pallor, but a face too stern to ever
be delicate. And he’s got glasses…thick black glasses that magnify his eyes…but he has them
low on his nose. It sort of makes it look like he’s examining them. Like specimens. A shrewd
inspector. But, as unassuming as he appears, he strides into his leathered office with purpose, a
master of his domain, exuding something familiar that Joel can’t quite put his finger on.
“Daddy!” Sweetie shouts, throwing her arms around her father’s shoulders, dangling
there. “Are we okay?”
Her father lets her linger around his neck, grasping her against him with one firm arm,
glaring at Joel with his magnified bug eyes. Yikes. “Yes, we’re okay. I’m sorry I yelled. But we’ve
been over this, Sweetie.”
“It’s just that feelings take…”
“We’ll discuss it later, okay?” the producer pleads, keeping his attention on the couch,
where a stranger sits. “No more of this.” Joel grins pleasantly, self-conscious and stiff. “This is
the guy you told my secretary about?” he asks, clearly unimpressed.
“Joel, meet Teddy Priestcraft,” she says, escorting the producer to her recent find.
Before Joel can make a movement from the leather couch, Priestcraft steps up to his knees,
standing too close for Joel to actually rise and address himself. And he immediately senses the
weight of this guy’s strength bearing down on him. Those big, magnified bug eyes breathing
him in from top to bottom. Guess who’s out of his league? So much for Joel’s expectations.
“So, you’re the one…the one from the street?” Priestcraft says, his head tilted.
“That’s me,” Joel smiles, uneasy.

Sacred Commodities by Matt Longo

Much to Joel’s discomfort, the man examines his face for a moment more, nodding in
approval after a close inspection. “Interesting,” he concludes. Stepping behind his tremendous
mahogany desk, Priestcraft jingles the change in his pockets as he explains the current
situation. Straight to business: a man after Joel’s own heart. “There are two things I’m gonna
tell you before we do this, Mr. Colson,” he begins. “The only reason I’m even talking to you
right now is because Sweetie here says that yours is a story worth telling.”
Sweetie looks satisfied with the introduction; she sits down in a chair across from her
father’s desk, looking on.
“Tomorrow’s slot has recently been made empty. How lucky for you. But this isn’t the
first time my little girl has acted as something of a talent scout.” The producer takes off his suit
jacket, rolling up his sleeves. “So, to the heart of it…Sky Talk is the most watched Christianthemed television show in all of Goldmine. This is very far from four bare walls and a sermon.
This is an event. We recently moved into an old basketball arena. You don’t tell small stories in
a basketball arena, you tell big ones. I get letters from people every day telling me how they
were saved.”
There’s brutishness in the hunch of the man’s shoulders as he leans over his desk,
something fierce that can’t be hidden or contained behind a dress shirt and tie. And Joel knows
brutish. We remember brutish. Shifting on the couch, hiding his alarm, Joel finally perceives
what’s been bothering him so much: the producer reminds him of Spatz. He’s smaller than
Joel’s old boss, but the rough, single-minded demeanor is there, buried behind the oil-slick hair
and hollow congeniality. There’s just more finesse. And people skills. And those bug-eyes that’ll
throw you off balance. Joel wonders how he produced someone like Sweetie, whose amiability
seems to be anything but hollow.
“So, okay,” Priestcraft says, strolling over by the window to stare down upon his
Goldmine, absent of the wide-eyed wonder that his daughter displayed a few minutes earlier.
“Let’s hear it. Convince me you should be allowed on my program.”
Heading into the media. Exactly where our man needs to be.
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But now that the reality of the situation is setting in, Joel’s beginning to realize that he
might want to protect himself. You know, just in case someone from Anyplace/Anywhere is
watching. Who knows how far this bug-eyed man’s reach goes?
“Mr. Priestcraft, I mean no disrespect, but before I agree to do the show, one thing I’m a
little nervous about is the potential fall-out for something like this. I mean, I’m sure that certain
parties could use this as an on-air testimony to…press charges,” he hints, carefully gauging
Priestcraft’s reaction. “There are some…seedier parts to this story, and…”
“Does the name ‘Billy Reed’ ring any bells?” the producer interrupts. Joel nods, trying
not to show too much excitement at the mere mention of the speaker’s name. “I’m sure you
saw the poster downstairs in the lobby. People often think that he works here. But, he doesn’t.”
Having gotten his hopes up, Joel rests his chin on his palm, deflated. “It’s just that he got his
start on Sky Talk. His discovery, some might say, is my biggest achievement.”
“Could be,” Sweetie agrees, bopping her head.
Uh-oh. Billy Reed is Joel’s Elvis.
“The self-help guy? How to Win, How to Conquer?” Joel yelps, completely disregarding
his previous goal of inscrutable calm. Across the room, Sweetie grins, glad to see Joel happy. “I
listen to that tape every day! I saw his poster in the lobby, the, uh, promotional one for the last
book. I had no idea he used to be with you! It gets me every time, that thing he says about,
um…‘Succeeding is about working with, for…’
“‘…and against people.’ Yeah, yeah. Thousands listen to that tape every day.”
Priestcraft smirks. It’s a smirk Joel can relate to: an expression that he often feels on his face
after a particularly crafty sale. The few times that has actually happened. “Billy Reed…well, he
was just some anonymous, shamed preacher before he met me. But I saw potential.”
“He used to be a preacher?” Joel asks.
“Yep. That’s how I discovered him.”
Reclining in his desk chair, Priestcraft kicks his feet up on the mahogany, his pant leg
rolling up to reveal smooth, argyle socks. “He got notoriety for some minor transgressions,
messed up in one way or another. Apologized publicly, ‘sincerely.’ Real clever of him. Did a
little jail time. Soon as he was out, he rediscovered his faith, and so on.” Priestcraft waves his
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hands, as if conducting an orchestra. “Then I put him on the show. Another Profile in
Redemption, like you might be. And a lot of people listened to his story. Next thing you know,
he goes secular.” The producer sighs. “Used us as a springboard. That tape he made and the
book he wrote?” Joel leans in, completely forgetting that Sweetie is even in the room with the
two of them. “It’s mostly from his old sermons. He just had to change what was on the
packaging, you see? Just for any of your misgivings, one could, theoretically…benefit from a
light amount of legal action.”
“Credibility-wise?”
“Maybe,” Priestcraft shrugs, the bug-eyes more tremendous than ever behind their
thick frames.
This guy is actually good at what he does. He’s not dicking around with the elderly here;
he’s dicking around with everyone. Joel was never selling headgear in a basketball arena.
Recognizing the fruitful game this man has, and the skill at which he plays it, Joel’s not feeling
very hesitant to dive right in anymore.
“Daddy! Don’t say that!” Sweetie whines, breaking the powerful spell her father has
cast. “That’s terrible! Is that what you want him to take away from this show?”
“Honey, please. This is business,” he whispers, leaning across his desk and clasping his
daughter’s pale, fragile hand…before continuing on as if she had never spoken. “Mr. Colson,
more often than not, it ends up being a kind of slap on the wrist, regardless of what they did,
barring something extreme like cold-blooded murder.”
Whoopsy. Well, Joel’s murder wasn’t cold-blooded. It was more of a collateral death.
Still, it’s something he should probably consider before stepping in over his head.
“What with the religious nature of the confession and all, what jury can resist that sort
of thing?” Priestcraft smiles, pushing his glasses up his nose to better watch Joel’s expression.
“I’ve had a few boys receive light reprimanding, with Sky Talk’s legal team in their corner, of
course. Light reprimanding. Only helped their circumstances, if you ask me. Like it did for Billy.”
The producer locks eyes with our man, unblinking. The way Joel tries to do it. “But, Joel, after
all, it is the worst case scenario,” he reminds him, as if to say, ‘That’s the price you pay.’ “Let’s
hope it doesn’t come to that, huh?”
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At least Sweetie isn’t totally comfortable with how all this is turning out. Maybe she
shouldn’t have brought him here in the first place, though.
Running behind the girl on the streets of Goldmine an hour ago, Joel hadn’t really
considered the magnitude of the opportunity, especially now that the tale of Billy Reed looms
large in his mind. Originally, this was just some meal-ticket off the streets of Goldmine, but it
could be so much more. The idea that the vastly confident voice on his tapes, the one that
blared from his convertible’s speakers, once spoke in this very room, reinventing itself…it
makes Joel’s heart pound. And such a level of celebrity that he could achieve, for nothing more
than telling part of the truth. Stardust dreams.
Coming to this thrilling conclusion, Joel stares up at Priestcraft, understanding that he’s
in the familiar hands of a con man. He feels better in knowing that there is most definitely an
angle. And with the knowledge that Billy Reed did it, Joel is suddenly quite adamant about
doing it as well. Strangely, though, he fears the inquisitive, freckled girl more than he fears the
cutthroat businessman behind the desk. Priestcraft is something cold and hard that Joel can
easily wrap his mind around. Hell, he’s grown up around that at the woodshop back home.
“Well…fine,” Joel says. “So, I used to provide this service….”
He calmly proceeds to repeat the tale, with much less emotion than the last time: pads,
uncle, train, Goldmine, Holy Spirit. He once again remembers to remove the cop, certain he
would be thrown out of the office doors if he let it slip. And Spatz is gone too, of course. But out
on the sidewalk with Sweetie, the telling felt so natural; going through it all now, it feels like the
story is coming from a different part of his body, like it was someone else’s life. Here, in this
leathered office, with the producer carefully watching his lips move, he knows it’s slowly
becoming part of a new act. Even if most of it is the truth. Sweetie looks on anyway, beaming
away at him, the agitation disappearing from her face. She just can’t wait for that Holy Spirit bit,
which isn’t even the biggest lie he’s telling. Pretending to be a pastor might be more
unholy…with a made-up church, too…
After it’s over, Priestcraft raises an eyebrow at Joel, as if he’s just recognized something
familiar, in the same way that Joel has for him. “Okay, but who isn’t saved these days?” he says.
“Everyone and their grandmother is saved. It’s about the sin. How low did you go? How long did
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you crawl on your belly? No one’s interested in the happy ending. As long as it’s there, as long
as my audience knows you’re cured, they won’t think twice about it.”
What a wonderful sentiment to be spreading over the airwaves. Priestcraft is truly in the
business of helping people. And we thought Spatz was bad. The worst he could do was slice off
an appendage.
“Oh, yes, I’m saved, Mr. Priestcraft. I hear voices, and now I use them to help. Sweetie
will tell you.”
And she solemnly agrees. “He’s using his gift for good, you know,” she says, her hand
pressed to her cheek. “That’s what he was doing down on the street when I met him: helping
people to understand their spiritual situations, renewing their faith. And collecting donations.”
Perceptive and dim, all at once.
“Is that what he was doing? Collecting donations?” Priestcraft asks, smirking again. “But
you still haven’t addressed my concern.” The producer stands from his seat, leaning over and
peering at Joel’s face, ensuring that he has his full attention. Wonder what business school he
picked this up at. “Mr. Colson, were you worth being saved? Was there something in you all
along that cried out for redemption?”
“Yes,” Joel responds, confidently.
“Oh, yeah? What?”
“Um…”
Tough question. Without waiting for Joel to finish deliberating, Priestcraft turns to
Sweetie, his voice taking on a soothing tone. “Can you please leave the room, honey?” he says,
placing his hand on her arm to lift her from her chair.
“What? Why?!” she snarls, batting his touch away.
Well, we did know she was spunky. If only she wasn’t so clueless when it comes to
matters of trust.
“Please! I don’t want to fight again!” Priestcraft begs, thrusting his finger to the door.
“This is a business! If I choose to be alone with an associate, that’s my decision to make!”
Seems like she doesn’t want to leave her father unaccompanied with her new find. And
they glare at one another. For the first time, Joel can actually see a familial resemblance,
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recognizing the stony persistence in each face...one’s just fair and freckly and the other…well,
the other peers back through goggles. After a few seconds, she finally relents, stomping out and
slamming the door behind her: an oddly brief and emotional exchange from where our man’s
sitting. Strange family dynamic. Not that Joel would know anything about family dynamics.
“I wouldn’t want her to hear this part. She seems to have taken a liking to you,” the
producer explains. “And you already look better than the last one.”
“I’m sorry?”
“We have to find something that may have driven you to the sinning,” Priestcraft
continues, shifting in his desk chair. “Nobody wants to hear that all this…” he waves his hand in
Joel’s face, “…just came from nowhere. Where was the goodness that was waiting to get out
the whole time? Anything that was suppressed? People want an evil they can manage.
Something they can work with. The difference between Hitler and some weak-minded follower.
Do you understand what I’m saying?”
Spatz just wanted money. Priestcraft’s aiming at world domination.
But, unfortunately, Joel’s finally catching on to the nature of the question. “No, I
completely get it. I think we actually speak the same language. You want a…a motivation.” He
rubs his jaw, skimming through his past for some kind of excuse for his behavior. It feels
strange, analyzing himself like he would a potential mark. Looking down on his life from a
distance. Analyzing himself at all feels strange.
“So, what is it then? Because without that, you’re just some asshole that got caught up
in his own schemes, and dug himself out with religion.” The producer snickers, removing a long
cigarette from a gleaming metal tray on the corner of his desk. “Do you smoke?” he asks,
handing him one.
Goodness, he cuts to the chase…
Of course, Joel likes this. He feels very privileged to be speaking with Priestcraft,
brainstorming with someone who obviously takes his job more seriously than anyone Joel’s
ever known. “All in all, Joel, I must say, it is a good story. We just need to work on that last bit.
If you can find it for me, I’ll be almost sold.”
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Twirling the cigarette between his fingers, Joel traces the path of his life. He thinks
about the things that have hurt him the most, coming up short, only finding the slow, steady
neglect of his childhood…until a hideous, warped face flashes into view. He jumps in his seat,
not having thought about it this directly for some time now. He sees an older woman, and he
still can’t remember her name, no matter how hard he had tried to in the past, and she’s
crouched near him…reaching a veiny, slender hand out. It smells like wine and cats.
We’ve seen this before…
Quickly shaking his head, Joel pushes himself from the image, certain he’s found
something viable. Something to satisfy Priestcraft. And he’s glad that the woman is almost out
of sight again, but the whole thing feels much closer to him now that he’s thought about it. He
always suspected how dangerous this kind of reflective thinking could be, and he silently vows
to continue avoiding it. Good call. That mindset has worked well so far.
“Hey, you know something?” Joel says, walking over to sit in Sweetie’s empty chair. To
be closer to the producer. “This might be exactly what we’re looking for, but…well, tell me what
you think: I was an orphan. I was raised by different families until I was old enough to be on my
own. Everyone’s always concerned about that, right?” Nodding, Priestcraft ushers him for
more; his bug-eyes look like they anticipate something on the tip of our man’s tongue. Like, if
they could, they’d reach out and grab it, pull it out of him. “I could say I was abused. I could say
I was treated like a dog. This way, we can maintain the idea that there was a goodness in me all
along, bestowed on me by my ‘natural parents’,” Joel riffs, Priestcraft’s face lighting up. “And
this goodness was corrupted by outside forces.”
It’s like Goldmine set something off. The people of this city, their willingness is lighting
up a fire in our man. And he could be lying about the abuse, but it does explain a whole lot.
But all this seems to be good enough for Priestcraft: the producer stamps out his
cigarette, squinting his eyes. “That’s very good. Were you really abused?”
“That’s not the point…is it?” Joel asks, squinting right back.
Priestcraft cocks his head to one side, innocently, and Joel does the same. Like two dogs,
meeting in a park. “I like you, Mr. Colson.”
“I like you too, Mr. Priestcraft.”
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They smile, comfortable in each other’s presence. Thick as thieves, these two. “So, we’ll
film your interview on tomorrow’s episode. I’ve got the open slot, and we both seem energized
about it, so why not do it when we’re fresh?”
“Don’t we need to rehearse or something? I mean, I’ll tell my story, but then what?”
“No, I’ll be telling your story, you’ll be coming out afterwards,” the producer instructs,
nudging his glasses up. “I conduct the profiles myself, you know. I like to warm them up to our
guest, build up expectations. Just trust me; they’ll be dying to get a look at you once I’ve gotten
into the circumstances of your ‘situation.’ After that, a short question and answer session, and
then, who knows? A demonstration of your ‘abilities’? I enjoy keeping things pretty
improvisational. As impressionable as they sometimes are, the crowd can still tell when
everything’s scripted.”
This is a huge opportunity. If Joel nails this, Rapture pad sales could be the least of our
worries. “Okay…great,” Joel shrugs. He assumes that he’ll basically just put a spin on some of
his old palm reading techniques, mixed with a little spirituality. Like with Sweetie earlier today.
The way he traded the lines in the hand for a Holy Spirit: the same manner in which he blurred
the two for his jobs with Spatz and the Rapture pads. What he’s selling is always irrelevant. It’s
the faux spirituality behind it, that’s what’ll remain the same. And here, with these
Goldminians, he isn’t a second rate conman anymore.
“Then it’s a done deal. Just prepare some thoughts about your ‘troubled past.’ Some
sweeping, sad statements to hook the audience in.” The producer chatters on, as if the details
are merely an afterthought. “Now, I’m not promising anything, but if all goes well, we can even
do a follow-up. I offer this option to any of our guests, but few can really deliver on their
promise. I should say it’s difficult to differentiate oneself amongst so many like-minded
individuals.”
All right, so we had the mindless carpenter, the wise (but not really) beggar, a young,
devout girl of questionable mental capabilities…and now we’ve got an unwavering shark. Quite
a team Joel has assembled around himself.
“What kind of follow-up?” Joel asks, already interested in further exposure. Hard to
think of him as an abused victim anymore.
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“Just more for people to sink their teeth into.” As the producer says this, he bares his
own teeth: clean and white, like Joel’s, nothing to give him away. A gift that they share. “You
were a pastor, right? We might be able to bring you back to Anyplace/Anywhere, show you at
work. Reinstate you at your church, apologies, asking them for forgiveness. The whole bit.
Maybe you can give a sermon? How about that?”
Reinstate him at his church? Aside from the logistics of the whole matter, like the fact
that he has no church back at home, our man still hasn’t actually read the Bible…
But, like we all knew he would, he’s processing this idea, still toying with the cigarette in
his hand: the thought of a non-existent church with a non-existent congregation, something
supposedly waiting for him back in Anyplace/Anywhere. Wondering how he could ever pull it
off. And, if he could, what that would mean for his livelihood. The staying power he would have
with this shark. He’d be okay on his own.
Does he ever stop? At least he’s consistent.
Not waiting for Joel’s answer, as it seems he already knows what that answer will be,
Priestcraft rises from his seat and straightens out his suit jacket, signifying that a gentleman’s
agreement has just been reached. Reaching out his hand to embrace Priestcraft’s, Joel accepts
it all enthusiastically.
“It’s funny, though,” Priestcraft says, continuing to grasp Joel’s hand. “You don’t really
act like a pastor.”
“Does anyone?”
“Yes, actually,” the producer grins, mischievously. “Pastors do.”
Joel shrugs his shoulders, flashing the face of an innocent lamb. “Sorry, I guess. Maybe
it’s a regional thing.”
Of course, Priestcraft laughs, a giant belly-laugh, likely reserved for those that are in the
know. Touching, really. Joel’s found another horrendous father figure.
Realizing his meeting is about to come to an end, Joel returns to the original goal of the
afternoon, bringing the conversation back into a smaller, pettier realm. “Well, all of this sounds
good, the follow-up and everything, but I’ll need donations for…”
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“Yes, yes,” the producer grunts. “I wasn’t gonna leave that out. How else would I get
people like you to come on this show?” Not offended, even in the slightest, Joel begins to ask
more questions, before being interrupted again with the answers. “It’s two hundred up front
and two hundred when you knock ‘em dead tomorrow. And let me tell you something, if that
happens, I’m sure as hell not gonna let you go. Make me see stars tomorrow, and we’re
heading right to your old church…and you’ll show me what you can really do.”
You know, that sort of sounds like a threat…but not to Joel’s ears.
“Once somebody makes some strides forward, you can bet your ass I’ll see it through to
its conclusion,” Priestcraft adds, taking out his checkbook. “And do me a favor: take my
daughter out tonight. I’ll pay for it. The type she normally consorts with, it’s disgraceful.”
And he’s getting a date out of this. Joel’s cleaning up this afternoon. Anything else
gonna fall into his lap in Goldmine?
“Uh, okay,” Joel agrees, in no position to deny a free meal, and having no real objections
anyway. Not after the conversation they just had. His lunch with Blankets left him less than
satisfied, being that half his tray was overturned, so he almost looks forward to the date. But
the follow-up in his “old church” still seems sort of impossible. He needs to learn how to just
say no to horrifyingly immoral opportunities. “Hey, just out of curiosity, if I was to, you know,
do pretty well, when would this follow-up be filmed?”
Hunched over the freshly written check, Priestcraft folds his arms, pen still in hand,
looking past the paper into the dark-toned wood of his mahogany desk. We can safely assume
that he has no plans of helping Joel to make healthy lifestyle changes. His daughter, maybe a
different story. “Anywhere from a week to the next day, depending on how thrilling the
response is,” he says. “If someone excels, it’s best to do it right away. Trust me, I’d put
everything else on hold for a gifted prospect. I certainly don’t mind clearing the docket, in that
instance. It’d really have to be burning hot, though.”
“Right.”
Joel rubs the back of his neck while the producer finishes the paperwork; the immediacy
of the scheduling is bothering him, his lies weighing heavier on his mind. And rightfully so. If the
follow-up should take place, a fictional church would need to be ready before he returned from
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Goldmine. But Joel’s no stranger to working quickly under pressure. ‘I am a child of Spatz’s
workshop,’ he thinks. And as his thoughts return to the woodshop, something unexpectedly
brilliant, and chilling, pops into his head. Something that makes perfect sense, even as it
unsettles his nerves. If it didn’t feel like some kind of destiny, like some kind of divine plan, he
wouldn’t have pursued the thought. But the project, and Joel’s limited resources, are such a
perfect fit for one other that he decides he has no choice but to make the call.
“So, it could actually be in a couple days then,” Joel blurts.
“My, we’re confident, aren’t we?” the producer grins, beginning to lead Joel from his
office.
“Actually, could I just use your phone really quick?” Joel asks, a tad manic with
inspiration. The last time Joel had a great idea, two bodies were flattened against the front of a
train.
Stopping short of the door, Priestcraft points to the old-fashioned receiver sitting in the
middle of the desk. And fumbling with his thumbs by the mahogany, Joel tries to think of a
gentle way of insisting that Priestcraft leave his own office. “It’s um…kind of a personal call.” He
doesn’t yet know what the upshot of this conversation will be. How it will alter the destiny of
the follow-up. And although the producer already knows the score, Joel thinks it best to keep
his methods under wraps.
Joel never used to have real “methods” before. He seems to be evolving in the wrong
direction.
“Well…” Priestcraft rolls the change in his pockets. “You’re almost an employee now.
Hope it isn’t long distance, huh?” Joel shakes his head, giving the man an honest answer. The
first truthful thing he’s done all day. Besides the breakdown. “Oh, and I’ll give you a couple of
dining options; check with my secretary. Your pick of a few nice places around the area.
Goldmine can be a cozy little city. Don’t stay out too late, though. You need to look you’re best
because…”
“I know, this business is about appearances,” Joel finishes, oddly satisfied by the proud
look on the producer’s face as he shuts his office door. A new Dad.
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“Okay, now…” Seeing no logical way around this, Joel reaches over the enormous desk
to bring the telephone to his lap, breathing in and out through his nose to steady his nerves. He
wonders where Sweetie went, if she’s still waiting outside, if she’ll walk in on his conversation.
“I can’t believe I have to do this,” he mutters, dialing the number from memory, cringing as he
waits for an answer. It seems like the person he’s trying to reach lives in another world…even
though it’s only been a day since they last saw one another.
“Hello?” the voice barks, after a ring.
Why him?
“Spatz! It’s me! Please, don’t hang up! This could be good for us!” Joel whispers, leaning
over the receiver. “Look, I realize that you were trying to get rid of me…and I’m still pissed off
about getting screwed…very pissed off, actually. You just…you just pick me clean like that?
After everything…”
“I’m hanging up…”
“No, no! Wait, okay! I’m onto something huge and I don’t know who else I can turn to!”
Joel pleads, pressing his forehead down on the desk. “It just so happens that…that…you have
the exact skills I need right now. I know, believe me, I know, I’m the last person you want to be
talking to. But there definitely will be something in this for you…money…money like we’ve
never seen. Just hear me out. If you don’t like what I’m saying, you could always just say no,
and I’m confident you’ll have no problem doing that.”
There’s a short pause. “…what?”
Joel takes a deep breath. “I met a family that’s in the religious entertainment business,
here in Goldmine…where you sent me…and we just kind of hit it off,” he begins, twirling the
phone cord around his finger. As he talks, he whips his head around toward the door, paranoid
someone might be listening in. “So now, there’s this Goldmine television show, Sky Talk, and
they’ve decided I’m gonna be on it. They’ll be running a profile, focusing on my fall from grace,
and my eventual redemption and salvation,” he explains, still hushed.
When he says it that way, it sort of sounds like a good idea.
“Joel, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
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“Oh, uh, I gave them my story, with some little extra tidbits. My life story. The
interesting things I’ve been involved in,” Joel continues, sensing from the dead silence that his
“confession” might not be sitting well with the boss. “It’ll be like a puff piece, but with an
appalling beginning.”
“You told them about us!?” Spatz erupts, typically. “About our operation!? You told
them what happened to the cop!?” A string of harsh words follows, and several pointed,
unintelligible questions. More than any other time today, Joel’s glad that he’s several states
away from Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry; his neck still hasn’t recovered from that big boot he
received after the accident.
“I didn’t say a word about you! Your name was not mentioned! And no, I didn’t tell them
about the cop,” he argues, knowing that Spatz would now have to jump on a plane to murder
him. “And so what about the scams? It’s a story of deliverance! There has to be a bad part.”
Joel can’t understand why the boss isn’t grasping this. He’s beginning to realize that, with this
guy Priestcraft, he might be graduating to a level of artistry.
“And what happens when somebody presses charges?” Spatz growls. “Like any of the
families we’ve used?”
What about that, Joel?
“They won’t…they won’t after they see my special. With the repentance part and
everything? Trust me, they won’t. I’ll sell it like I’ve never sold anything,” Joel assures, whirling
around to the office door. He seems to be forgetting how mediocre he was at selling holy
helmets and divine elbow guards. Although, the citizens of Goldmine do seem like they were
weaned on paint chips.
“Worst case scenario, and somebody presses charges, I’ll go away for a little. A little.
He’s got a crack legal team and, the thing is, I’ll come back more credible than ever! That’s the
crazy part, you know?” Joel babbles. “Then doors will really start opening! That’s what that guy
Billy Reed did and I listen to him all the time, all the way out in Anyplace/Anywhere! He was in
the exact same position as me, Spatz, the exact same seat!” he hisses, falling in love with the
idea. “I have my interview in front of an audience tomorrow. If it goes well, they’re gonna do a
follow up….that’s where you come in. People have turned this into tremendous things. Like self-
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help books, and motivational tapes and God knows what else. Christ, just look at what Billy
did!”
“…what do you want from me?” Spatz sighs, and Joel can hear him coming around.
Calming down. Our man’s pretty impressed with himself right now: he just managed to sell
something huge to his own mentor. No easy task. He smiles, realizing that he had to become a
fake pastor in order to get off that career plateau he’d been on for so long. However, we should
also keep in mind that Spatz agreed to the Uncle Richie arrangement.
“I need you to build me a church,” Joel concludes. “Something, anything, that looks like
a church. I’ll give you money, everything I make from the interview. It’s like four hundred.
Maybe even a little extra,” he offers, knowing full well that he’s bound to get plenty more if he
succeeds. “And I’ll comp the materials, too.”
Ah…now we know why he called this psychopath. Spatz is good with wood, even if he
spends most of his time intimidating people with it. And Joel’s intent on building a fake church
to match his fake pastorship. How marvelous. If he just used half of that initiative for good
works…
“Well, you don’t have any other money for materials,” Spatz mutters, referring to the
fact that he is now in complete control of Joel’s assets. The entirety of their past earnings. It
surprises Joel: the boss has never taunted him so blatantly before, never attempted to break his
momentum like this. But, then again, he’s probably never felt so threatened by the success of
his employee.
“Oh, right, silly me. You can have the convertible. That is something that’s actually still
registered in my name, you know,” Joel says. Although he’s heartbroken over having to give it
away. He felt like a real star riding around in that thing. Like he was moving somewhere.
“Fine,” Spatz grunts, “that’s a start. But why a church?”
“I told them I used to be a pastor. It just kind of ended up that way. Now, it’s part of my
story. If, and hopefully, when they do a follow-up, it was mentioned that a trip to
Anyplace/Anywhere would be in order. For shots of me back at work…sermonizing, apologizing
for transgressions and such. And when the camera crew comes to Anyplace/Anywhere, the
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place needs to exist,” Joel reasons. Excellent deduction. “Hey, a church is kind of just like a
really big Rapture pad anyway. The general principles are the same, right?”
“What’s the church called?” the boss asks, not amused.
“What was it again? It’s a…the Church of the Sacred Bleeding Mary,” he says, thinking
that he should probably get his story straight in time for tomorrow’s filming. “And don’t worry.
I’ll come up with something for the congregation. I’ve got time to think about it, you know. I’ll
find a way to fill seats.”
He’s starting to talk like a nightclub promoter. The jury’s still out on whether or not he’ll
actually have an aptitude for this filmed “Holy Spirit” situation, so he might not even get that
follow-up. However, we are in Goldmine. But Spatz snorts in acknowledgement, some
machinery whirring on in the background. Probably for the coming project. These men do work
hard. “When does it have to be finished?” the boss asks.
Joel shudders, realizing that if he doesn’t get his follow-up, and Spatz continues building,
Goldmine may become his permanent home; the boss would make returning to
Anyplace/Anywhere a hazard to his health. “Um, let’s say a few days,” our short-sighted man
says. “You can handle that, right?”
“It’s gonna be shit…a few days…fine,” the boss grumbles, used to throwing together
rickety pieces of junk for decades. Joel clenches his fist in victory, almost dropping off the chair.
“But you’re in my pocket, you realize. Very deep, Joel. If you don’t have the money, if you
‘accidently’ let something slip about my existence…you’re gonna wish that train hit you.”
There’s our favorite homicidal carpenter. Though I’m sure Joel won’t change his mind.
Because while the menace catches him off guard, and awakens him to the position he’s just
placed himself in, he also knows that he can’t accomplish his architectural task of constructing a
make-shift church without Spatz’s help. No other way to succeed. There’s also no learning
curve. “Yes, well, don’t I know it, old buddy,” Joel nods, his voice breaking. “Don’t I know it.”
“There you are!”
Oh, good, Sweetie’s back. She strolls into her father’s office, her cheeks all red, a skip in
her step as she thrusts open the door…finding Joel contemplating his recent call. And the
consequences. “Here I am!” he sputters, dropping the receiver. Suave.
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“How’d it go with Daddy?” she asks, perching herself on the edge of her father’s desk.
“Great! I’ll tell you all about it over dinner.”
Chapter Ten/An Evening with Sweetie
…in which our villain becomes well-acquainted with a certain someone…don’t get your hopes
up, though…
Our man, on the tube, pretending to be intimately in touch with the Holy Spirit…just the
face you’d want popping up on your screen.
In any case, at least he was forced out on a date, sitting across from Sweetie now in a
pricey steak joint, chewing the fat: the one healthy thing to come out of his pow-wow with
Priestcraft. A little social downtime. And Sweetie seems like she really believes in the product
her father is putting over the air. Don’t know if that’s better or worse.
“You know, I have other dreams, too. They’re not all bad,” Sweetie says, nursing her
wine. She hasn’t changed from before, but neither has Joel: the girl sporting her simple brown
dress, Joel in his famous blue suit. But he doesn’t have anything to change into. He didn’t pack
for this. Sweetie’s brown hair is still pressed down across her dotted forehead, which is
becoming more and more charming to him.
The restaurant is the fanciest place Joel’s ever dined, since Anyplace/Anywhere doesn’t
really have a steak house, or chain eateries, for that matter. Stretching, he leans back in his
seat, gazing around the place, marveling at how many diners are actually wearing Stetson hats.
He’s glad that at least one of his preconceptions about Goldmine turned out to be true.
Chandeliers hang from the ceiling, but elk horns line the walls. They sit in bony, oak chairs, with
sparkling silverware on the table. It’s like the decorator couldn’t make up his mind about
whether or not he wanted to be a cowboy or an ascot-wearing restaurateur. At least there
aren’t any raspberry air fresheners. And Joel’s beginning to like this city, for a few different
reasons, the comforting, but oddball vibe of the person sitting across from him being one of
them. The other reason, as we all know, is the confounding softness of the people.
But Sweetie picks at her food and stares at Joel wide-eyed, every single fleeting thought
laid bare. Presented for his opinion. “You remember that killer?” she continues. “With the dog?
The one from New York, in the 80’s?”
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“The Son of Sam?” he asks.
“Yeah, him. Well, in my dream, his dog was my dog. And, at first, he was tough and he
was barking and yelling at me, acting like you’d think he would act.” Sweetie sips some red
wine, swallowing quickly. “But I gave him some food and he stopped talking. Then I took him
for a walk. And we played fetch with a Frisbee. And I pet his belly. And then it was over.”
Joel grins. “You’re pretty strange,” he confesses. She giggles, covering her mouth with a
dirty napkin. “So, you work for your father?”
Priestcraft had pointed them here, putting it down on their list of dining options. The
producer had been so adamant about making this happen and, although Joel saw the
strangeness of it all, he was too hungry to put much thought into it. A habit of letting the
motivations of his unholy father figures go whizzing by. Watching her gulp the last of her drink,
he wonders if Priestcraft thinks his daughter is gullible or just sweet.
She clears her throat, hand still shielding her mouth. “I’m in charge of doling out the
charity funds: where they’re going, how much, all that stuff. But mostly, it’s just secretarial
work. Dad’s kind of tight with the money.”
Priestcraft seems like he wouldn’t be too keen on philanthropy.
“Head of Charitable Donations…I guess that makes sense,” Joel nods. “When I first saw
you, I just kind of envisioned you as a librarian, or an 18th century handmaiden or something.”
“Oh, stop!” Sweetie blushes.
As their evening has progressed, he’s been trying to peg her down, if only to realize
what it is that draws him to her. “Seriously, though, and don’t take offense to this, but why do
you dress like a Quaker?” he asks, gesturing to her modest, washed-out attire: the Puritanical
dress, the outfit covering up everything except her arms. Washed so many times that it must
have lost its luster decades ago.
“It’s my mother’s clothing. Ransacked her closet, thought I should have it all,” she says.
“It’s my right, isn’t it?” At that, Sweetie cleans her plate, dropping her napkin into the center.
She chews the last bits of her steak and smiles when she finishes. Aw.
“Well, if you don’t mind my asking, why do you wear your mother’s clothing?”
“I thought you didn’t like questions, Mr. Colson!” she taunts.
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“I don’t!” Joel laughs. “For me! Now, please, continue,” he says, bowing his head.
They’re teasing one another. Maybe our man is growing up in this department. Not
being so shady and asexual. Such a salesman, he is.
“How can I put this?” She thinks, popping a toothpick in her mouth, pushing it around
with her tongue. “I dress like this because it feels good. I’m comfortable this way. Dad always
said that Mom was the noblest person he ever met. I figured it wouldn’t be so bad to look like
her, pick some of that up. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be more like somebody else.”
Joel taps his fingers on the table. “So, your mom’s the one that raised you then,” he
decides. “Okay, that makes a lot of sense.” She had been hard to read up until this point, with
all the sincerity, the naiveté, the kookiness, the morality. It worried him.
“Nope,” Sweetie interrupts. “My mother, she died when I was born…seconds before. Or
maybe a few seconds after.” He sits forward in his bony chair, his head starting to ache. “Long
story short, I never met her officially, you know?” Sadly, she looks past him into the plates of
other diners, eyeing unfinished meals. “The only thing she gave me was her Irish face. Dad’s
more plain-looking, really…”
“Hang on, wait, you can’t tell me that the only parent you had was Priestcraft!”
“What? Why?”
He coughs, fumbling for words in an area that he knows almost nothing about, basing
his opinions entirely on his jumbled theories about his own life. “Um, well…kids just usually
become whoever brought them up. I mean, you just inherit their personality, even if it isn’t
something specific. Like, just a general thing. It’s pretty rare when that doesn’t happen, right?”
“I don’t know. I guess,” she shrugs. “You’re saying we aren’t similar?”
He stares at her, amazed the girl could have survived like this under Priestcraft’s
supervision. All this talk of inheritance is starting to get under his skin. He wishes he hadn’t lost
the photo his Uncle Richie gave him, particularly for moments like this, moments when gazing
at it might make things clearer. Or at least offer something for him. Comfort. The only image he
has of his real father, Benny, isn’t exactly flattering anymore: the mysterious, crooked bike
salesman, pacing and conniving, surrounded by wheel-less spokes and a baby carriage. “How’d
you end up like this?”
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“Like what?”
He throws his hands in the air, irritated that she doesn’t see the madness in all this.
“Good natured! Trusting, sweet,” he explains, loosening his power tie. “It doesn’t just drop out
of the sky and hit you on the head, you know.”
Sweetie blushes even darker, her red cheeks burning on her white face. “Maybe I chose
to. Or maybe it worked out that way,” she guesses, giving him the impression that she never
actually thought about this issue before. Like she’s just sure of who she is, and the
circumstances of how she came to be…well, the circumstances are irrelevant.
Maybe this girl isn’t so dumb. If Joel had met her at any other time in his life, he
wouldn’t have trusted the words coming out of her mouth. He wouldn’t have believed that
anybody like her could’ve grown up in the shadow of someone infinitely more underhanded
and crafty than himself. But, on this particular day, in this city, in this restaurant, he can’t see a
single shadow in the girl’s face, only sincerity amidst the brown and orange dots. And he feels
the pull of her earnestness, dragging him towards something, some way of thinking that had
been whispering around in his head since he first laid eyes on those luminescent dentures back
in Anyplace/Anywhere. Staring at her sheepish, half-smile, he’s never felt closer to
understanding what those whispers were all hissing about.
There’s our hero…somewhere in there…
“Hey, you weren’t always a good man,” Sweetie charges. “You didn’t always want to do
the right thing. Even with your gift. But after the accident with your uncle, goodness came
down to you when you needed it most. Remorse, you know, some sense of duty.” She reaches
her fork into Joel’s plate, taking the last bit of his steak. “And look at how things turned out.”
“Yeah…right.” He shifts in his seat, shoring up his tie again, keeping it wound tight
against his neck.
“Are you nervous about tomorrow?”
“No, not really,” he sighs. “I don’t get nervous about stuff like this.”
“Stuff like what?”
Joel chooses his words carefully before he elaborates, trying very hard not to present
himself…too much like himself. “When I have to sell people on something, I just do it,” he
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clarifies. More like he tries to do it. Sweetie laughs at him, putting her hand in front of her teeth
again. “What’s so funny?”
“Well, of course, silly! That’s because you’ve got the Holy Spirit in you!” she gushes.
Patting her belly, she slides his meal back towards him, having inhaled the majority of his
leftovers. Giving him a clean, white plate.
“Yes,” he answers, raising an eyebrow. “You and your dad are very different people. He
seems more…cynical than you.”
Sweetie waves her hand. “Oh, he’s just so ambitious. He keeps his eyes on what he
wants and, sure, he’s definitely…willful. And, okay, yes, a little bit skeezy sometimes,” she
concedes, looking down. “But he’s not a bad man.” She speaks cautiously, the more she thinks
about it. “We hardly ever agree on things and that hasn’t stopped me from his being his
daughter so far. He’s my father, I love him.” She says this like she’s had to make her mind up
about it before. She is forgiving.
“No, ambitious people aren’t bad,” Joel agrees, gazing at what’s left of his rib-eye. A
tattered bone, after his date’s been at it.
She huffs, pretending to doze, and then she motions for the check. “Oh, so, now the
million dollar question: where on Earth will you be sleeping tonight?”
Good question. Joel continues to play with his tie, pulling it up tight against his throat,
so tight that he can barely breathe. “I hadn’t really thought about it,” he lies. “Maybe your
father will let me rest in his office.”
“That’s ridiculous! You’ll stay at my place,” she insists, laying down the money
Priestcraft gave them.
“Are you sure that’s appropriate?” While he speaks, he yanks at his collar, stretching it
out and snapping it back. “Aren’t pastors not supposed to do things like that?”
Boy, if Joel wasn’t in Goldmine…
Sweetie pauses, giving him a sideways glance. “You’re asking me?” she laughs, rolling
her eyes. “Well, probably not! But, you know, you’re sure as heck not sleeping on some couch
in an office building!”

Sacred Commodities by Matt Longo

“Won’t your boyfriend mind?” Joel remembers, thankful he could recall the reason for
her fight with the producer.
“No, I don’t have one.”
“Well, okay then.”
“Good. It’s settled,” she concludes. While she gathers her things, the steak begins to
move restlessly in Joel’s stomach, tossing around in a nervous churn. Watching her lift her
purse onto her exposed, freckled shoulder, he knows exactly why it’s churning. He’s always
been able to avoid connections, easily, in fact, for the job; but, then again, he’s never had to
sleep in the same room as someone like this. Someone he actually enjoys spending time with.
“I just went on one date with the guy!” Sweetie suddenly whines, as they’re standing up
to leave. “You and my father like to make mountains out of molehills.”
*

*

*

On the walk back from the steak house, side by side with Sweetie on a dark Goldmine
street, Joel considers potential patrons for his fictional church, the construction of which he
very recently commissioned to Spatz. Right. The next step in his burgeoning television career.
And Priestcraft’s possible follow-up in Anyplace/Anywhere excites and terrifies him, the rushed
nature of this opportunity; however, from the start, he’s been feeling stumped by his complete
lack of a congregation. As if not having an actual church to house them in wasn’t bad enough.
‘Who’s gonna come to my sermon? Who wouldn’t question the Church of the Sacred
Bleeding Mary? Who would believe it was there all along?’ Joel asks himself, biting the inside of
his lip.
Sweetie casually tries to hold his hand as they walk and, being too focused to resist, he
limply lets it happen. Grasping her fingers, his gears continue to turn, flipping through every
available option, everyone he’s ever come across that has any kind of access to a community.
What community is Joel familiar with back in Anyplace/Anywhere?
‘Of course! The retirement home!’ he thinks, squeezing Sweetie’s hand. Joel imagines
misshapen wooden pews, Spatz’s handiwork, packed to capacity with the elderly. He envisions
his silver-haired patrons filling up a TV screen, figuring that most of them will be half-asleep
anyway. ‘Maybe I could rent a bus. Like a field trip,’ he decides. ‘Just until Priestcraft’s cameras
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are gone.’ The obvious downside to this idea, he soon realizes, is that a romantic visit to the
retirement home director is in order: judging from the woman’s suggestive comments on the
day of the train accident, some sort of rendezvous will likely get her to rent out her clientele.
Somewhere, in his near future, waits Irene and the raspberry air fresheners. He recoils at the
thought. Can’t wait for that…
“Here we are,” Sweetie smiles, interrupting his revulsion. She brings Joel down an
alleyway, blocks away from her father’s high-rise office and the downtown heart of Goldmine.
Walking up the creaky steps to her apartment, she steadies herself on rusty metal fire stairs,
leading them to a little door tucked away in the side of a building.
“So, you live pretty simply, huh?” he asks, while she fumbles for her keys. “What I mean
to say is, it looks pretty humble. From the outside, anyway. Priestcraft’s office seems more
extravagant than this.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Your, uh, Father doesn’t give you more?”
“Well, actually, that used to be a big problem. Some people have to make sure their
bosses aren’t skimming off the top. I have to make sure he isn’t adding on,” Sweetie explains.
“We used to fight about it a lot. He thought I was entitled to it, being his Daughter and all.
That’s a tricky idea because if you think you’re entitled to everything, well…you don’t really
deserve much. Now, I get what I earn,” she grins, unlocking her apartment.
“Doesn’t sound like too big of a problem to me,” Joel shrugs.
“Oh yeah?”
Smirking, she pushes opens the door. As Joel suspected, it’s a modest, cozy living space,
suitably fitting with the disposition of its owner. Everything’s clean, but not recently cleaned.
An old shag carpet, a couple magazines spread out on a coffee table, a TV from the Reagan-era.
There appears to be just enough room for a small person: one bathroom, a living room and one
bedroom.
“Ta-da. The bathroom is over here. I’ll take the couch tonight, if you want to sleep in the
bedroom,” she suggests, swaying her dress back and forth like a little girl. “It’s up to you. You
are a guest.”
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“Sweetie, I really have to thank you for all this,” he says, his face warming. His face
doesn’t often do this. Normally, it’s just stiff. Or worried. “I don’t know what I’d be doing right
now, if you didn’t come along.”
“You’d be fine,” she chirps.
He frowns, wringing his hands. “Well, I don’t know about that.” After a short, strange
silence, he moves toward the bedroom, brushing past her and stopping just short of the door.
“Anyway, I should probably get some rest,” he fake yawns, awkwardly standing to the side, one
foot in the room. Not much of a smooth operator. “Goodni-”
“Did you have a family back in Anyplace/Anywhere?”
“Uh, no.”
Well, he used to.
“Any close friends?” She moves in closer, as he moves away.
“No. Actually, I had a business partner. But he wasn’t really a friend. He was kind of like
the opposite. On second thought, forget I just said that.” In a concerned, pitying kind of way,
Sweetie looks troubled by his bizarre response. “Oh, okay, I know where this is going: no, I’m
not a lonely guy, Sweetie. Thank you for worrying, though,” he says, stepping fully into the
bedroom.
“But have you ever been close with someone?” She pushes her hand against the door
when she says this, holding it open. “It seems like you haven’t. You just act odd.”
Very perceptive, Sweetie. This girl is more with it than she lets on.
“Sure,” he croaks, glancing over his shoulder at the bed. “When I was younger.”
“How young?”
“That’s not the point. I was in a relationship. A few,” Joel lies, but she still looks sad.
“Can we stop with this? I’ve always been kind of a loner. Even as a…pastor. There are things I
want to accomplish, just like your Dad. That’s was my main…is my main focus right now.”
That must be why he’s had such a wonderfully fulfilling life.
Seeing that she clearly isn’t satisfied, he leans his arm against the door jam, preparing to
keep her out in the event of an emergency. Like if she tried to move the conversation into the
bedroom. Oh, how horrifying that would be. “Other people, you know, they can be like…” he
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snaps his fingers, trying to get the right words, “…it’s like there’s a rope tied around your waist,
and you have to drag everyone you’ve ever known around with you.”
“Why does it have to be a rope?” Wrinkling her freckly forehead, she puts her hand to
her chin, settling her head in place for a nice, long stay. “Why can’t it be a lifeline?”
That’s a bit sentimental, but for our man, it’s just right. Still, he’s trying not to listen. He
foresees no positive end to this line of questioning, especially since she seems so energetic. He
feels quite the opposite. “We just have different outlooks, that’s all,” Joel suggests.
Sweetie thinks about this, looking away, like she does before each time she speaks
frankly, as if she doesn’t want to hit him with the full blast of her thoughts. “But yours didn’t
work, right? I mean, it made you into something terrible.”
“Well, I guess you’re right,” he admits, hoping to conclude the conversation, but
also…agreeing.
“And now you’ll try a different way, I’m sure. You’ll find your path. You’ve got a gift, how
could you not?”
How about that, huh? All those years of practicing forgiveness with her bug-eyed father
come in handy when our incorrigible man’s around. But, about to turn around and finally get to
bed, he stops; it doesn’t seem like his little heart can handle all this. Something’s keeping him
from letting it end this way. Her fierce, unrelenting optimism is starting to make him agitated.
The fearless way she throws her hope around.
What’re you thinking about doing, Joel?
Surprising himself, he walks near to her again, dragged back into the living room,
engaged by her irritating insistence of his goodness. How dare she. “Sweetie, do you really
believe all this stuff? Do you really believe all the people your dad has on his show?” he asks,
getting right in her face. She steps back a little, noticing the change. “Doesn’t it seem kind of
odd to you that there are just so many miracle workers in Goldmine?”
“Well, no, like I told you before, I don’t believe them all. Most of them are full of it.”
“But you believe me?”
“…yes.”
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“No, you don’t, come on. Don’t kid yourself,” he argues, feeling his voice turn hard. “You
don’t believe me.”
She watches his discomfort, curiously observing the effect she’s having on him. “Well,
maybe not all of it. Not the theatrics, anyway. Not the bells and whistles.” Sweetie smiles, to
bring him back to where he was. “Just the part I know is really you, channeling some kind of
vision.”
Really? A vision?
“If you don’t believe the bells and whistles, then why did you take me to see your
father?”
He’s determined to root out this woman’s belief. I guess it’s pretty terrible, someone
having faith in you.
“Because I do think you’re sorry for what you did. And I do think you have some of the
Holy Spirit in you,” she says, incensing him even more. “Out on the street, you seemed like you
were so ready to come around and start using that head of yours, the way God intended. I
wouldn’t have brought you along, if I didn’t think you could accomplish some good. And…I liked
you.”
If God intended for Joel to accomplish good, he probably would have destroyed the
Universe by now. Or shoved our man in front of that steam train back in Anyplace/Anywhere.
Despite his best interest to remain silent, Joel decides to come clean for a moment: he simply
cannot accept her current view of his character. “You know, I hate to have to tell you this, but
there aren’t any voices, I just have certain skills. Well, honestly, I don’t even really have
skills…or I didn’t. In Goldmine, it’s just easy to talk people into things. So, you know, that’s all,”
he reveals, stomping his foot to the ground, emphasizing the harsh finality of it all. She starts at
this, jumping a little. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to…”
He feels beastly standing next to her. He wonders if that might be part of the reason
he’s so bothered, outraged that she can’t see the clear differences between them like he can.
Surely she’ll be knocked out by this confession. Such a fragile…
“Well, who do you think gave you those skills?” she asks, wrenching him from his
apology.
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Willful, like Priestcraft.
“Sweetie, what?” he squawks. “The Holy Spirit didn’t help me interpret your dream! You
don’t need God to do that!”
It’s funny that he’s telling the truth, and he doesn’t even realize it. Divulging information
he knows he should keep to himself. But, it’s no use. He purges in her presence. And he briefly
thinks about bringing up the cop: telling her that someone who could let such a thing happen to
a hero could never be redeemed. How it was a point of no return, the images burned into him
for ever and ever. But he manages to stifle himself on that matter. “Your father knows this is
nonsense!” Joel shouts. “How come you’re the only one who…who pretends to accept it so
completely?”
“I’m not pretending!” Sweetie shouts back, slapping her hands against the sides of her
legs, ruffling her brown dress. “Why are you getting so upset? When I don’t believe someone,
like one of my dad’s guests, I don’t say anything to them. I’m not as gullible as you think I am,
Joel. We just have different ideas about why you can do what you do, that’s all.”
He shakes his head. Manically.
“So, you believe I hear voices? You think I’m connected to some otherworldly frequency
that gets me into people’s thoughts? Why? Why…believe something…that’s so clearly
bullshit?!”
Inches from her trembling, gentle face, he’s witnessing the extent of his own cruelty,
even as it happens: an insight he isn’t normally privy to. But Sweetie fixes herself…and comes
back at him. “Because I see that you’re a kind man, who wants to change!” she yells, pointing
her pale finger in his face. “That bad stuff made you break down in front of me! In front of a
total stranger! And you really do have gifts that God’s given to you, whether you want to
believe it or not! Don’t you see? It isn’t bull…garbage!”
That’s more like it. Tough girl. It doesn’t matter that she’s stupidly optimistic about him
and still sort of believes he has the Lord on WiFi. She’s handling our man like a pro.
Looking as if she just scared herself, she quiets, closing her eyes and speaking barely
above a whisper. “How did you know what to say to me?” she asks. “What to say to any of
those people you fooled back home?”
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Bewildered, Joel just watches her now, left powerless before this painfully idealistic
vision she’s preparing for him. “Those voices are speaking; you just haven’t been using them
right,” she continues, vastly overestimating his capabilities. If she had only seen his weak sales
pitches, this conversation might not be happening right now. But, then again, she is a resident
of Goldmine. “Now you’re sorry for what you’ve done, and people will get to see that. They’ll
see that there’s hope. You’ll give it to them with your story.” The thought begins to make her
smile, while she plans Joel’s future in front of his eyes. “And then, maybe, you’ll let the voices
work for people, and you’ll work for people, not the other way around anymore. This is a guy’s
chance for a new start.”
She pauses to meet his gaze, finished unloading all these lofty expectations onto Joel’s
back. “You are sorry, aren’t you?”
“W-What if I’m not?” he replies. Someone thinks that he really could be wonderful,
under the right circumstances. Someone has blind faith in him. With his hands on his hips, Joel
turns to the wall, hiding his fear of her. This is the second time today that she’s reduced him to
a blubbering, truth-telling mess.
“Look at me!” Sweetie demands, but he remains bunched up, refusing to turn around.
Confronting her seems like the most painful thing he’s ever had to face up to, worse than
anything Spatz could conjure in the woodshop. He’d like to crawl away into the darkness of the
bedroom: to curl up under the bed, like a little boy. At this moment, he feels worse about his
life than he ever has before. The mistakes he’s made are so apparent to him in her company, in
the sweetness of her imagination. “Turn around,” she begs.
“Stop…please,” he asks, weakly.
Gently placing her palms on his shoulders, her voice becomes softer. “What kind of
person would want to prove that he’s bad?”
“One who…someone who…”
Joel drops his head down to her stained, worn shag carpet. Groovy. It’s probably been
here since before she moved into the place. Such simple living. So uncomplicated. Her hand is
warm on his back. And he slowly decides to give up for the night, unable to continue resisting
her, unable to keep his fists up. “I’m sorry….I’m sorry, Sweetie,” he confesses, still turned away.
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“You’re right and I’m wrong. It’s been a long couple of days and I’m just a little…tired. I didn’t
mean what I said.”
Hell of an evening. But there are quite a few things she doesn’t know about him…the
non-existent pastorship comes to mind…or that pesky officer…
Sweetie squeezes his shoulders, glad that whatever was angering him has died or gone
away, and she slides her hands down to hug him around his chest. He feels her heartbeat
against his spine, thumping loudly through his back, making it difficult to separate it from his
own pulse. They press together, Joel leaning against her, lulled. The hug is an enormous relief
for him after many years of separation from anyone and everything, years of staving this off; it’s
like falling into water.
But the connection is also short: as she goes to wrap her arms near his waist, Joel
violently and defensively guards his crotch, swatting her hands away. He evades the contact
and leaps forward, as if attacked.
Well, okay, Joel, a bit of an overreaction.
“Why did you just do that?” she asks, startled.
“I don’t know. I-I’m sorry,” Joel stutters, still stumbling towards the bedroom, running
his hand through his hair. “I…I’m very tired. I’ll see you tomorrow…from the stage, I guess.” Not
waiting for a response, he hurriedly shuts the bedroom door, leaning his back against the frame
and exhaling.
For a minute, her feet stay planted outside in the living room, anchors on his mind. He
remains silent, gazing around the bedroom…at the tiny vanity mirror on the tiny dresser…at the
single, uncovered window…at the empty bed. “Okay, goodnight, Joel,” Sweetie eventually says,
voice muffled from behind the closed door. “I’m glad I met you today.”
Removing his tie in the vanity mirror, Joel hunches over the dresser, yanking hard on the
red fabric, keeping his eyes glued on his hands. He’s been in this light blue suit for a long time
now. Too long. “Yeah, yes. Goodnight Sweetie,” he answers, briskly. Struggling with the knot,
fumbling with the tight loop, his gaze stays fixed until he hears her tiptoe away. And he lets his
arms drop heavily to his sides. “Boy, do I wish I had my tapes,” he mutters. “They would put me
in the right frame of mind for tomorrow. Quick.”
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A motivational tape? More like a psychological evaluation.
Gasping for air, Joel throws open the window and sticks his head out, his tie still
dangling around his neck. There’s no wind outside, but it isn’t as hot as before, when he was
out on the sidewalk. He can hear Sweetie running water for a shower in the bathroom, knobs
twirling back and forth. The pipes are noisy, winding through the framework of the apartment,
screeching through the bedroom walls. The sounds surround the room, encircling him, so he
leans as far out of the window as he can, very near to the ledge, waiting for any kind of breeze.
Looking down on Goldmine, he works to steady himself.
Chapter Eleven/A Profile in Redemption
…in which our hero/villain tries his hand at televangelism…worth a shot, right? If there
was a contest to see who could fight the hardest against ethics, he would be sprinting across the
finish line right about now. You sure do make it hard for me to love you, Joel-y…
This arena looks like it was built to house corporate rock concerts and, actually, the
event it’s housing this morning isn’t so far away from all that: screaming fans, soulless
entertainers, expensive seats. In a way, this was really what our man wanted all along. After all,
what’s the difference between a motivational speaker and a televangelist? Not much.
“Wasn’t he great? My goodness! Settle down, now, settle down,” Priestcraft shouts,
waving his arms behind the sleek, evocatively presidential podium.
The old basketball arena is enormous, with a giant screen at the corner of the stage
magnifying Priestcraft’s image for the back row. The screen looks a bit pixelated, but it conveys
the general scene: the producer’s magnified bug-eyes magnified even more, his stiff, starched
gray suit bending in all the appropriate places.
“How about that Reverend Thompson, folks? What a true gentlemen, true servant of
the Lord.”
The walls shake with thunderous applause. People stomping, clapping, and clattering for
God, and all things related. There must be a thousand audience members here; there’s even a
balcony encircling the outer edges of the arena. For those who have box seats or something.
Season tickets. But there are rows upon rows of folding chairs for everyone else in the general
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mezzanine area. It’s odd, like the organizers of Sky Talk scrimped on the seating. Priestcraft
must have figured that once the people are already in, it doesn’t matter how they’re treated.
Backstage, Joel paces, snapping his fingers, still rattled from a fitful night’s sleep: Spatz
was the conductor, Sweetie was on the tracks, and the train crashed through his bedroom wall.
It seems that his nightmares are becoming just as transparent as Sweetie’s. Maybe they’re
hanging out too much. After the vision, he just couldn’t bring himself to close his eyes again.
Instead, he stayed up rehearsing, going over lines in his head. Like it’ll matter, with these softminded Goldminians. Hopefully, these people have gotten sharper since that mental massacre
out on the street yesterday. You remember…when Joel was able to win them over by
suggesting he had a very vocal imaginary friend.
Earlier in the morning, after arriving in the car Priestcraft sent for him and Sweetie, Joel
gulped at the size of the place, the amount of open seats…even if there were just a whole lot of
folding chairs. And now that he’s about to step onstage, and every one of those seats is filled
with a rabid, hollering fan of the show, he doesn’t exactly have stage fright, but he’s not quite
sure what to expect. The lack of shut eye only makes him feel off his game. That and Sweetie.
Also, he has absolutely no experience performing. We can hardly count his pitches in
Anyplace/Anywhere.
“And we’ll be hearing more from Reverend Thompson later on in the program,”
Priestcraft smiles, his teeth all pixelated on the big screen. “But, next up…” The producer looks
over to his guest on the side of the stage, Joel nodding and mouthing the word “ready,” his face
partially hidden behind a maroon curtain. “…we have another very special Profile in
Redemption. Thank you, folks, settle down. What a show, huh?”
Priestcraft steps away and clears his throat dramatically, and the crowd hushes in
anticipation of the inevitable back story. The juiciest part of an already theatrical experience.
And Joel looks on from his hiding spot. Always hiding out in the shadows. Bet he can’t wait to
here this one. How does one spin a train mauling?
The producer pauses for a moment too long before he continues, shuffling a few index
cards in his hands, re-fastening the microphone to the lapel of his gray suit jacket. Building
tension. And then he starts at the beginning, the slap-back echo of his voice reverberating.
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“This man, a former pastor from Anyplace/Anywhere, Nebraska, has really put himself
through the wringer, folks, he really has.”
You can say that again. Although, I wouldn’t describe Joel’s antics in terms of laundry…
“Once a faithful servant of the Lord, he turned his back on his principles, the ones we all
hold dear, and his congregation, just to make a little extra cash. Just a little extra cash!”
Priestcraft sputters this last line, like he’s shocked someone would even think of doing
such a thing.
“He’d distort the Bible, distort the very word of God, to hustle his fellow man. Supposedly
‘quoting’ from the Scripture, he’d lurk inside funeral homes, conning the grieving and the elderly
into buying ‘protective pads’ for their journey through the Rapture!”
The crowd boos and hollers at Priestcraft’s air quotes, warming up on the first atrocity.
One woman in the fourth row stands up and crosses herself, shouting hatefully at the oversized
screen. Like it’s looking back at her. Catching a glimpse of the excitement from behind the
curtain, Joel starts to cheer up. And you could say that only a sociopath could enjoy this, but it
is pretty exciting.
And Joel’s curious to see how Priestcraft will talk them down from the anger. Right now,
in our man’s mind, it seems like that would be some feat. If he strolled out from behind the
curtain at this very moment, he’s certain he would be torn apart.
“Oh, but wait, it gets worse, folks, it really does. After swindling his own uncle, his own
flesh and blood, to the point of heart attack, he decides, in a sinful haze, to use this man’s dead,
lifeless corpse as fodder for his greed…a weapon against some local train company.”
The producer dabs his forehead with a tissue, hands trembling, voice quaking, in a
larger-than-life display of disgust. He really cakes it on, huh? He’s no stiff, but a true performer.
A song and dance man.
“You know how he did it? You know how low he sank? He strapped this blood relative,
his elder, to the rails, in the hopes of suing for negligence! Suing the railroad company for the
desecration of his kin, when he himself was the sole perpetrator!”
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The audience responds in kind, and Joel continues to watch happily, in awe of such a
grand spectacle, a spectacle that he himself has indirectly created. Who knew that an angry
mob could serve as positive reinforcement?
“How sick, how truly sick!” Priestcraft retches, shaking his finger in the air, commanding
his audience, sinking his teeth into the baseness of the story. “Let’s have a moment of silence,
please, for all the victims of these terrible tricks, those who had their faith misused so callously!”
On cue, everyone shuts their mouths tight. And staring out at the silent arena, Joel wonders if,
back in Anyplace/Anywhere, anyone is having a moment of silence for the dead cop. He
wonders if he should use this time for just that purpose.
“But that is not where our story ends,” the producer whispers, after a nice, long minute.
He holds the microphone close, his lips nearly wrapping around the thing. “Certainly not. After
all, if our disgraced pastor had simply stopped his evil ways and dropped out to slink away into
some hole somewhere, that would not have been good enough to get him here. Here, standing
amongst us in this hall today, where so many others have claimed redemption.”
At this, Joel reties his shoes and prepares for Priestcraft’s final tirade: he carefully loops
his laces, one string around the other.
“Our boy, in a wild attempt to flee his troubles, came here to Goldmine, our little home.
And stepping off that big jumbo plane, right here at the airport, right down the road…he didn’t
know what to do. For the first time in his life, he didn’t know what to do.”
“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Joel mutters, straightening up his trusty red power tie.
This little piece of fabric has really done wonders for him.
“And standing alone by the side of the road, thinking hard on what he had done, he
began to hear something.” Priestcraft cups his ear as he speaks, pointing it upward at the
rafters, toward some unheard angelic commotion. “It started off real faint and weak…but it got
stronger and stronger until he couldn’t ignore it anymore. And…you know what it was? Can you
guess what that sound was?”
The audience gradually starts to clap before the answer, looking ahead to the
redemption they’ve been promised. Seems they’re coming back around. Quite a formula, Mr.
Priestcraft.
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“It was the mouth of the Holy Spirit. That’s what it was. Calling on our man, calling on
him to do what’s right, giving him messages from above, messages to deliver to all of us. So, he
listened. He listened to that beautiful racket…,” Priestcraft begins to erupt, bringing it home,
“…letting it take hold of his weak soul, a soul that had already caused so much harm to itself
and others! Letting it guide his mind into the light! Letting it scream inside of his heart!”
With this emotional payload, the producer backs away from the podium, clutching his
chest, mugging for cheers and rejoicing. And the pixelated screen continues to work its magic.
Jogging in place, still revving up behind the curtain, Joel’s thoroughly impressed. ‘You are truly a
master. I’m just your student, Priestcraft.’ You’re damn right, Joel.
“And now, folks, now he’s hard at work, using the supernatural gift that God has given
him, raising money for the church he left behind, for the congregation that he dishonored. My
own daughter, the lovely Sweetie Priestcraft…hello, darling…” Sweetie waves politely to her
father from the front row, her face briefly displayed across the screen. “…she found this man
prophesying by the side of the road, collecting donations, spreading the good word, letting folks
like you and me in on what the Holy Spirit has to say, bringing us under the blanket of his
compassion. She witnessed him summon the voices, putting her own life into clearer focus.
Today, he’s answering all of our questions. Today, he is reaching his full potential and working
for good, not evil, not sin. Today…he is our man, our Profile in Redemption. Ladies and
gentlemen, Mr. Joel Colson!”
Forget about Sodom and Gomorrah. If the Lord wants to wreak havoc on a crooked
spot, we just found the place for him start. This establishment should have been leveled the
day Priestcraft flung open its doors.
Like a welterweight prizefighter, Joel shadowboxes for a few seconds, before sprinting
out to the podium to embrace Mr. Priestcraft. And so it begins. Watching himself on the big
screen as he passes across the stage, his white teeth blown up for all to see, Joel feels the same
way he did on his very first job, the first time he managed to squeeze a check from a customer.
Probably some grieving, half-dead ninety year old, but he really can’t remember. Only the
feeling remains.
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And Priestcraft hands him a microphone, ushering Joel forward, front and center, so the
audience can finally see the man of the moment. “Thank you so much! I want to thank Mr.
Priestcraft for that wonderful introduction!” Joel gushes, holding his arms out in victory.
Covering the mike, Priestcraft leans in to Joel’s ear, turning his head away from the
audience. “You’re not accepting an award, jackass,” he hisses. “Now act sorry.” Joel nods. Oops.
“Thank you, please, calm down,” Joel says, starting from the top. “In all seriousness, I
don’t even deserve to be standing up here in front of you today.” He looks over at Priestcraft.
“To do what I did and have the good Lord smile on me, for no other reason than because I am
his child, it’s enough to choke me up,” he concedes, humbly bowing his head.
Since when did Joel learn how to talk like this? Was this what he was rehearsing last
night? He should’ve been spending time with Sweetie.
But the pastor-speak worked like a charm, and the applause is more somber now.
Priestcraft looks satisfied, pushing his glasses up his nose for the perfect view of his guest’s
performance. “But, Joel, what brought you into those dark circumstances to begin with?” the
producer shrugs, folding his arms, curiously, like they didn’t come up with the answer in his
office yesterday afternoon. “You seem like you’re an upstanding individual, at this point in your
life.”
“Well, sir, the blame for all of this should rest squarely on my shoulders. That’s where it
belongs, and I take full responsibility for my actions,” Joel nobly replies, his head still lowered, a
vision of regret. “But…if I had to give a reason for the darkness that plagued my soul…,” and
here we go, “…it would have to be the mental and physical abuse I endured as a small child.”
It’s certainly enough to just floor these people: the crowd gasps, and the arena breaks
into a low, astounded murmur. The producer puts his hand on Joel’s shoulder, sighing heavily
into the mike for that loud whoosh of sympathetic air. “Now, I don’t want to force you to go
into detail here, but could you explain the nature of this abuse?”
Yes, because everyone knows that the only way to overcome emotional trauma is to let
it loose in front of an audience. Joel thinks hard before he speaks this time, doing his best to
frame his life in a way that will make sense to these folks. In a way that will blindingly convey
his young corruption, the reason for “all this,” as Priestcraft said earlier. “I was an orphan…from
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my very first memory, and I guess I was shuffled around with the wrong kinds of individuals,”
Joel explains, trying very hard not to watch himself on the screen. “Let me just say that some of
these people should not have been allowed near children.” Tears well up in a young audience
member’s eyes, and the mood of the entire spectacle is changing, swinging in Joel’s favor.
That’s all it took, huh? Just a bit of childhood diddling and they’re sold?
“It’s something that has caused me great pain over the years.”
“What kind of pain, Joel?” Priestcraft presses him, mining deep for the gritty details.
“Could you describe your pain for the audience?”
While Joel works on phrasing the next sequence of events, he spots Sweetie in the
stands, sitting uncomfortably close to the stage. And he’s taken aback by the sight of her, the
overwhelmed position that she’s in: leaning forward in her folding chair, trying to hear his
words over the hundreds of overly dramatic sobs and squeals of the crowd, her freckled, kid
sister face contorted with genuine concern. Motherly concern. “I…I’d rather not say,” he
decides. She’s plugging up Joel’s mouth just by looking at him. So she’s the only one who can fix
this.
“Please, Joel. Anything to help us connect to your story?” the producer pushes on,
squeezing Joel’s shoulder, digging his fingers in. How encouraging.
Desperate, Joel’s eyes dart around the arena, searching for something else to look at
besides the open-hearted girl, anything else. However, despite the fact that there are literally
hundreds of whining Sky Talk fans he can clearly see and choose from, his gaze gradually pulls
itself back to Sweetie. She’s absolutely distraught in her seat, distraught for him. He can’t even
remember the last time he saw a concerned face that was pointed in his direction…which
makes him wonder if there ever was one. “Well, I guess it makes it hard for me to reach other
people,” he answers. “Even when I’d like to.”
“That is truly terrible. I’m very sorry that happened to you, Mr. Colson. And so is this
audience, I can tell you that much,” Priestcraft says, the crowd shouting along in support,
already over the seedier side of things at this point in the proceedings. Cheerleaders. “But, now,
and here’s where the support of the Lord comes in, as He always does, thanks to the Holy Spirit,
you no longer need to worry about having that strength to reach out to others. All you need to
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do is open your lips and pour out your heart to a believer. Like any single one of these
believers,” the producer declares, gesturing to the audience. Priestcraft sits tight for his guest’s
agreement, still facing the crowd, arms outstretched. But Joel says nothing. “I said, all you need
to do is open your lips and pour out your heart to a believer. Joel?”
Stage fright? Sweetie yells to him from her seat, rising up to get his attention. “Speak,
Joel! Speak!” she cries.
But Joel’s tongue’s stuck. The stage lights burn hot on his face, sweat pooling under his
arms. His head feels unwieldy, like it’s going to roll off his shoulders. “I…I’m sorry. I was just
overcome with emotion,” Joel says, faintly, swallowing hard. “I was overcome by the sentiment
of this crowd.” Like he hoped they would, the audience cheers for themselves now, giving him
some time to gain control.
Wonder what brought that on, hmm?
“Well, I’m glad you appreciate these fine people as much as I do, Joel,” the producer
agrees. “Okay, how about this: would you mind using your gift, right in front of this capacity
crowd, to display the miraculous fruits of your salvation? And what, exactly, will these Holy
voices tell us?”
“Um, it really depends on the situation, Teddy,” Joel says, making sure to speak as
vaguely as possible. He seems to still be improving. Goldmine is the breeding ground of
televangelical greatness. The epicenter, maybe?
“The voices can tell me about the fate of another human being, or the fate of that
individual’s loved ones. But, they can also tell me about Heaven and what’s in store for us. Or,
like in your daughter’s case, they can help me to better understand a dream. Sometimes it
comes in, clear as day, and I understand completely. Sometimes it’s more mysterious, and it
lets out in dribs and drabs. Like I said, it depends on the situation.”
“Good answer,” Priestcraft whispers, that paternal expression on his face again. Thanks,
new Dad. “So, then, my good friends,” he smiles, turning back to his audience, “…who wants to
come up here for a personal encounter with the Spirit? Can I get a show of hands?”
Pandemonium ensues. From where Joel’s standing, the arena has become an ocean of
waving, furious arms, all of them outstretched for a brief moment of the spotlight and glory.
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Crazed animals stampeding toward the front of the stage. Perusing the chaos, Priestcraft calls
on a flailing middle-aged man in the fifth row, a man clamoring over the person in front of him,
begging for his shot. “Me? Me!” the man shouts, pointing to himself in disbelief.
“C’mon up here, boy!” Priestcraft yells, stomping his foot, providing some more action
for the jumbo screen.
Thinking on the supernatural task he’s about to perform, it dawns on Joel that he’s
never worked in front of an attentive audience before, never had witnesses to his type of
magic, if you want to call it that. No fake Old Testament quotations now, huh? Straight up palm
reading it is. If he woos these people again with that nonsense…well, it wouldn’t be surprising.
As the volunteer gleefully stumbles toward the front of the arena, slapping hands along
the way like a pro-wrestler, Joel sizes him up. And he soon understands the immediacy of this
particular sell, recalling that, normally, he usually has a whole conversation in which to
understand a potential client. Or try to. He misses the perfect conditions of the funeral home,
where examining the marks, bruises and fears of the elderly could be an almost leisurely
process. When their grief was enough to cloud his ineptitude.
The ecstatic volunteer waves to his family, blowing kisses to his wife, and Priestcraft
embraces him at the stage steps. “Before we start, can I just ask your family to please stand up?
I want to let the audience meet the whole crew!” Joel asks, trying to input fast, struggling to
keep up with each new insight: ‘Okay, one child, a little girl, with braces…everyone’s dressed like
they’re at church…well, I guess they think they are at church,’ he thinks, scanning the family.
Bit off a little more than you could chew, Joel. Working to dissect the family, Joel can tell
that this is their nicest clothing, even though it isn’t actually very nice. It’s ironed, but,
unfortunately, very much out of style. The volunteer’s wife appears to be wearing cotton
leggings. And his daughter…well, the daughter looks like she waddled out of a 1950’s yearbook,
tight pigtails framing her plump face.
Finally within Joel’s striking distance on the stage, the volunteer himself walks over to
shake Joel’s hand, leaning in close enough to be picked apart completely. ‘Teeth are
crooked…silly moustache…almost bald…far too pale,’ Joel decides. When the man extends his
arm, Joel spies a long scar running down the inside of his wrist, winding and jagged.
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Priestcraft hands the man a microphone, looking giddy to test his guest’s skills.
“Mr. Colson? It’s great to meet you,” the volunteer gasps, face too far from the mike.
Resting his hand on his hip, hunched over, the man is exhilarated to the point of near
exhaustion, his doughy belly periodically expanding over his tight leather belt. For some odd
reason, it seems like he’ll be fooled.
“Speak into the mike, son,” Priestcraft urges, gently pushing him toward the center of
the stage.
“It’s great to meet you, Mr. Colson!” the man yells, a slight ring of feedback piercing
through the arena, causing even the unflappable producer to hold his ears.
Feeling prepared to give this man a slight variation on one of his old palm readings, or
one of his newer pad-selling sessions, Joel steps up to the volunteer, centering himself as if he
were about to attack. “What’s your name, sir?” he asks, pointing.
In a gesture of respect, the guy bows his balding head as he introduces himself, which
Joel finds strange, considering that Priestcraft recently mentioned his guest’s habit of conning
the elderly out of house and home. “Rick…my friends call me Ricky,” the man says, grateful for
this tremendous opportunity. He fidgets his moustache after he speaks, like Yosemite Sam, but
without the sombrero.
“Okay, Ricky,” Joel says, slapping him on the shoulder. “Is there anything special you’d
like to ask of me?”
The man rubs the back of his bare, white neck, still looking down from his humble
introduction, shyer now that the excitement has died down. “Uh, yes, Mr. Colson, I want to ask
you about my family.”
“What about them?”
“I-I want to know what’s coming next,” he says, gazing back at his two girls in the stands,
sincere devotion in his pasty face. “I want to know what’s gonna…”
“Wait a second! Wait-a-second!” Joel yelps, massaging his temples and hiding his face
from the jumbo screen. What fresh hell is this? “Very strange. I’ve never heard this voice
before,” he gulps. “It doesn’t sound like the Holy Spirit. It’s…a new voice.”
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The crowd murmurs, curious, and, more importantly, entertained. “Who is it, Joel?”
Priestcraft asks, grinning nervously.
“Ricky…do either you or your wife have a parent that has passed out of this world?”
“Yeah, my father, he died a couple years ago. Made me who I am today,” Ricky nods, his
moustache dancing.
“Yes, yes. I am getting the message that you were the most important person in his life.”
“Excuse me?” the man starts, squinting his eyes. “Are you saying that you’re…?”
“Ricky, he so wishes he was around to watch his granddaughter grow, to see her sprout
up into this beautiful young lady,” Joel interrupts, gesturing to the overweight teen in the
stands, her chubby cheeks swollen up with joy. And the audience members, every one of the
thousand, seem to be dead still in their folding chairs. Joel was worried about crossing the line,
about taking things a step too far, not knowing how much bullshit these folks were willing to
swallow. But, apparently, his fears were unfounded.
Ricky shoots his tongue in and out his mouth, his bald head gleaming under the stage
lights. “Are you sure that’s him?” he asks, rubbing his neck again, turning his skin red.
Having set up his first big surprise, with his mental notes from before firmly in mind, Joel
coaches himself through the next important revelation. He knows that a dead relative ruse is
one thing, but that making an actual claim could get him into trouble. Before he speaks, he tiptoes around the stage with his eyes closed, showing them all just how tenuous this frequency is.
“And he’s also telling me that…that…you should be more careful…that he wouldn’t want you to
get into another accident,” Joel declares, looking to Ricky for the appropriate response: the
man’s jaw drops, swinging open like a cash register.
“Good Lord! Yes, yeah, I cut my wrist at work on some, some scrap metal!” he
stammers, his mouth trembling as he speaks, his facial hair doing a light samba.
And it’s slow, at first, the applause: it starts low, from way down in the depths of the
arena, until, gradually, it thunders up, building into a pounding frenzy. The walls shake with
satisfaction, the crowd’s declaration of Joel’s spiritual authenticity. So many vibrating folding
chairs. “Quiet…quiet down, now, he’s trying to concentrate,” Priestcraft says, smiling all the
while.
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Can none of these Goldminians plainly see the scar on Mr. Ricky’s arm? Surely Joel and
Priestcraft are no geniuses…
And Joel is really milking this now, staggering about the stage like he has a migraine,
halting only when he speaks. “He says…he says you’re raising his grandchild right. You’re…giving
her all the things you wished you had,” Joel tells the captivated man, thinking of the little girl’s
braces, not to mention Ricky’s own less than satisfactory dental hygiene. “Letting her
become…something much more than you could ever hope to be. Something…beautiful.”
Oh, how drippy. But in a matter of minutes, Ricky has gone from doubt to tears,
overwhelmed by the accuracy of Joel’s words. The volunteer’s practically speechless, helpless
before this apparent mouthpiece of the Lord. “And where is the D coming from? Somebody
with a D name? Like Danny or Donny?” Joel asks, pointing up at the ceiling, like his heavenly
reception is fading.
“Um…uh…” Ricky wrings his hands and turns to his family, befuddled with all of this
wonderful validation from beyond the grave.
“It’s more of a D sound, really. Like a hard D,” Joel clarifies. Getting warmer?
“My wife’s name is Brandy!” Ricky cries, after some serious thought, waiving his finger
in the air like he has answered the question correctly. He has suddenly assumed the role of
Joel’s helpful assistant.
“Your father…well, he wants me to tell her, specifically…that all of your dark days are
almost over,” Joel coos, his tone turning gentle. And he looks out into the folding chairs, to
Ricky’s wife, her make-up running down her cheeks, her eye shadow looking like it might drip
all the way down to her cotton leggings. “You’ll be able to afford everything soon, but you just
need to let these times pass, you understand?”
Ricky nods, whipping his head back and forth between Joel and his sobbing wife. The
willful volunteer, the one who nearly trampled the man in front of him to get a spot on the
stage, is now a mess of delirious emotions, running his hand through his thinning, wispy hair.
Guess the promise of economic relief did him in. “How do you…how do you do these things,
Pastor Colson?” Ricky sniffs, his face finally breaking into a smile: a great, big happy smile that
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projects out from the screen, out to the crowd, out to his family. They’re smiling big smiles too.
If only he knew the answer to his question.
“And, Ricky, he says…he says you have to try and be more careful. He knows you’ve
been working hard hours for far too long,” Joel adds, shaking his head at the crying man, as if
he has now transformed into Ricky’s father himself. “And he wants to tell you that…that…”
Out of material, and struggling to find something more, Joel’s compelled to bring his
eyes up to Sweetie in the front row. He had been consciously avoiding her throughout the
“presentation,” but his energy is now drawn to the girl, feeding off something she’s putting out
toward the stage. Her hands are clasped together, like she’s praying, wishing for an act that he
now has ample power to deliver for her: her freckly face is lit up. And amidst his psychic
grandstanding, it clicks, and he knows how to conclude. “…that…Ricky, everything is gonna get
better. Have faith, Ricky, that your world, your family’s world, is gonna be fine. No good son
deserves anything less, no proud father could hope for anything more.” He looks to Sweetie
and gets a warm, nurturing smile that he didn’t even know he really wanted until he saw it. And
Ricky puts his hand on his heart, like it just awoke inside of his chest, and he staggers back into
Priestcraft’s arms, held up by the delighted producer.
“I’m…I’m losing it…it’s fading…he’s gone.”
Returning back to his normal posture, Joel strides over to his exceedingly helpful
volunteer. “Ricky,” Joel says, grasping his hand, “I hope that this experience has helped you in
some way. The Holy Spirit, these voices I hear…I think the only reason I hear them is to make
folks like you feel a little closer to God. Thank you for coming up here…my friend.”
Ricky crosses himself and drops to his knees. Knockout, round one.
The crowd rises to cheer for their new favorite pastor, this champion of holy
clairvoyance. By the smile on Priestcraft’s face, Joel can tell he’s made his sale, surpassing the
producer’s expectations by leaps and bounds. Joel waves to the adoring audience, standing
victoriously over Ricky, surrounded by thousands of satisfied spectators. “Get out. You’re on
top. You hit a home run,” Priestcraft whispers, attempting to lift Ricky to his feet.
“You’ve made me so happy, Mr. Colson! You’re some kind of godsend! I want you to
meet my wife! My daughter!” Ricky sobs, pulling at Joel’s pant leg, struggling to keep him close.
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“Leave now! You couldn’t go at a better time!” Priestcraft hisses, grabbing Ricky around
the waist.
“Thank you all for having me!” Joel shouts, breathlessly. “Don’t forget to make your
donations to the Church of the Sacred Bleeding Mary before you go! I’ll be out front, answering
questions and receiving your gifts with tremendous gratitude! So, uh…good afternoon, folks!”
Jerking away, Joel frees his pants from Ricky’s clutches and, with a final, glorious bow,
he runs off to the side of the stage. It seems that he’s found his true calling, in Goldmine,
anyhow. Back on planet Earth, he might have problems again, but here he imagines that, if
Spatz were ever proud, he’d be proud of his boy now. Once he’s safely back behind the maroon
curtain, Joel peeks out: everyone’s still on their feet, and Ricky’s hugging Priestcraft now,
pleading for him to meet the family. The arena pulses with the thrill of success, his success.
Vague dreams of motivational speakers and the levels of greatness they can achieve are
actually in his sights. What a day.
As he surveys the scene, someone clomps up behind him and wraps their arms around
his waist, the force almost knocking the wind out of him. “Did you see? Did you see me up
there?” Joel asks.
“Yes. You were wonderful,” Sweetie beams, her head resting gently on his shoulder,
clearly a little surprised that Joel’s actually allowing her to touch him. “I wanted to be here the
second you came off. You gave that man one of the great thrills of his life. I’m proud of you, Mr.
Colson. You made Ricky so happy. You made everyone so happy.”
“Yeah…yeah, I guess I did, didn’t I?” Joel agrees. “And your father’s definitely gonna
have to do his follow-up now!” he adds, veering from the subject of morality. “Do you hear that
crowd? They’re gonna demand it! He’ll have to film me in Anyplace/Anywhere!” he laughs,
clapping along with the audience.
“…why did you have to do that last part, though?”
“What last part?” Joel shrugs.
She raises her eyebrows. “Why did you have to ask for donations? I mean, my father is
already paying you. You should use that money.”
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He can sense her gearing up for a battle, the confrontational side that he was exposed
to last night at the apartment. That’s our girl. “Oh, well, Sweetie, you know I want to make as
much as I can,” he notes, plainly. “I don’t want to waste this opportunity…” she glares at him,
“…to pay back my congregation for what I’ve done. But also to help people like Ricky. It’s the
opportunity of a lifetime.” He smiles boyishly at the end of all this, expecting her gullibility to
shine back through.
“Joel…I know you think you’re lying to me, but I’m not so sure that you really know what
you’re after,” she says. He blinks, not sure of what to make of that statement. But it bothers
him. “Look, just don’t do it anymore. It makes you sound like all the rest of them. It cheapens
your gift.”
“Um, okay,” he nods, peeping back at the crowd.
“Promise me you won’t do it anymore.”
“What? Yeah, okay, fine, I promise.”
Pulling him from the curtain, she grabs his face and holds it close, their lips nearly
touching. Like when he first broke down to her, she locks him in tight; and in her grip, he’s
never felt weaker, never felt more susceptible to harm. The way things just seem to slip from
his mouth when they’re like this, the way it makes his whole body loose, it just shakes him. And
our man needs to be shaken.
“I-I promise you, Sweetie, I won’t do it anymore,” he stammers, and the answer doesn’t
sound forced, not even to his own ears. Huh.
“That’s real.” She pinches his cheek and straightens up his tie. “Good.”
Together, they watch the chaos that Joel left behind him: Priestcraft joyously moving on
to the next segment, Ricky running back up the aisle, through the frenzy, into the waiting arms
of his family. Everybody entertained, everybody sold. It’s the biggest room Joel’s ever worked,
the most people he’s ever won over. No funeral home could contain this audience. But next to
Sweetie now, the thought doesn’t bloat his confidence. It doesn’t make him feel empowered.
He feels…dangerous.
“Were you really abused as a child?” she asks, carefully fiddling with the cufflink on his
suit jacket.
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His eyes stay fixed on the audience, keeping himself as distant from this discussion as
possible, far removed from the details of his own life. He should have known her heart by now,
the inevitability of the question…and the frustrating way she seems to compel him to
confession. Clearing his throat, Joel figures that there’s no reason to dissemble about it
anymore anyway, at least not with her. She already knows so much, and can read from him so
much more. “Yes.”
Yes. We have a truth.
“God, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry that happened to you.”
“…me too.”
“Who was it, Joel?”
They stand side by side next to the maroon curtain, the nearby roar of the crowd filling
in the space between them. He’s never spoken this much about it before, only the bits and
pieces that suited his goals. It isn’t as tough to say as he always thought it would be, but things
do tend to come out easy when she’s around. “Some awful woman,” he confesses. “Some
drunken…you know, what’s funny is when I try to remember her name, I blank.” He looks up,
but not at Sweetie. “I can’t. Can’t put a name to it.” Even without facing the girl, he can feel her
energy, her warmth, radiating next to him, aching for the chance to heal any wrongs,
everything that came before. To be plugged into some kind of real connection.
“You know, with you…”
“Yes?” she asks, struggling to meet his eyes, peering up into his face, her freckly cheeks
scrunched up in anticipation.
“…c’mon, let’s go outside. I have to set up my table.”
Chapter Twelve/There’s No Place like Anyplace/Anywhere
…in which our hero/villain takes a step in the right direction…yes, you read that correctly…
Finally, Joel’s at ease, his body rocking back and forth, swaying in and out of peaceful
sleep. There’s a wool coat thrown over him, and he snuggles up inside of it, curling into the
fetal position. A mild rumbling from beneath him keeps his eyes shut tight. And he can’t
remember the last time he’s felt this comfortable and warm. All vulnerable, rid of that wooden
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quality, he actually looks quite adorable. His hair is a mess without the protective shell of gel,
and it sticks out at all angles.
He breathes in; Sweetie’s smell is gone. After helping one another into Priestcraft’s
office last night, after the great celebration, they had collapsed in a heap on the producer’s
couch, inebriated from the champagne. Priestcraft had been ecstatic after the show, inviting
them all back to his high rise for a post-clairvoyance bash. Cameramen, key grips, everybody
from Sky Talk came down to toast the man of the hour. Our man. It was there the producer
informed Joel that the viewers were “just floored.” And the follow-up was his for the taking.
The memories are fuzzy. Flashes of things he’s never done before. Some moment with
Sweetie…but he can’t remember what it was. Gradually awaking, he feels for her, his head
pounding. She isn’t there. “Sweetie?” he asks, hoarse, his eyes still closed. Joel begins to realize
he’s in motion, hearing a deep chug: the mechanistic scraping and pulling of immense weight.
It’s a very familiar sound. And this bed doesn’t feel like a couch.
He opens his eyes.
“Help! Somebody get me off this thing! Sweetie! Sweetie, where are you!” he screams.
Throwing off the wool coat, he stumbles to the ground, crawling on all fours down the aisle.
Frightening the other passengers. “Where am I being taken?”
A horn beeps softly from the front of the train; to Joel, it sounds like a deafening call for
punishment. The blood drains from his face as images of broken bodies and eviscerated police
officers slash through his mind. “I’m sorry, Uncle Richie! You’ve got to believe me!” Joel shouts,
an old man lowering his newspaper to glare at him. From his knees, clamoring along, Joel looks
into the face of a small boy sitting with his mother. The mother pulls her boy close, shielding
him.
“We’re going to Nebraska,” says the little boy, calmly, his lips bright red from a sugary
juicebox. “Nebraska isn’t scary.”
Joel stares at him, his hair all wild, straining to understand. “Nebraska?” His hangover
clouds parting, he remembers Priestcraft’s after-party decision to drop everything and pursue
the follow-up. Clearing the docket for his sharp prospect. Thank God. He feels silly now, and
wonders why he jumped to such a bizarre conclusion. Really, Joel. “I’m on a train to Nebraska,”
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he says. He wipes his forehead off with the back of his sleeve, drenching his arm in sweat. He
thought that, maybe, he had died just then.
“Yeah,” says the boy. “I’m visiting my cousins. Why are you going?”
“…I have to win back my congregation that I don’t actually have yet,” Joel sighs, gazing
around the interior of the cabin. “And make sure my church is built,” he adds, glad that he gave
Spatz such rigid time constraints. “But, mainly, it’s to further my career.”
“Oh,” says the boy. “I hope you have fun.”
“No one’s ever said that to me before. I hope I do, too.”
“Can you leave my child alone?” the mother asks, still clutching the boy.
He wanders around the train, rubbing the side of his head, trying to figure out how he
ended up here. He’s still wearing the same suit he wore on Sky Talk, although the red power
tie’s missing. Sweetie probably took it off him because it was covered with something alcoholrelated. At least it wasn’t blood this time. The other passengers continue to give him odd looks
as he stumbles between their seats.
“Joel! You finally awake?”
Sweetie calls to him from the end of the aisle, peeking her head out from the door of
the dining car. “Good afternoon, sleepyhead!” Her head encased in her pill-box hat, tufts of her
light brown hair curl up around the sides; she looks like she’s been up for hours, bouncing with
energy. “Come eat breakfast with us! Or lunch, I should say!” Her soaring pep is a shock to his
system. Groaning, he walks over, careful not to move his head too suddenly.
He finds Sweetie and her Father sitting in a dining booth, leisurely eating pancakes. And
Sweetie reaches up and tugs Joel’s sleeve until he sits down beside her, collapsing into the seat.
“You get a small taste of success, and this is how you celebrate?” Priestcraft chuckles, observing
the ungraceful topple. His laugh makes Joel’s ears ring.
“Sorry, I should’ve been ready this morning. When I woke up just now, I hardly knew
where I was,” Joel rasps. Hell, Earth, Purgatory…
“Have some,” she says, thrusting a plate full of dripping, buttery bread into his face.
He belches something that tastes like cough syrup. “I’m not very hungry.”
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“Of course you aren’t,” Priestcraft snorts, rolling his bug-eyes. It looks like they just
scraped the frames of his glasses. “You were plain belligerent a couple hours ago. Me and the
camera guys had a real struggle getting you out of my office this morning. Kept trying to urinate
in all the drinking fountains up and down the hallway. Remember any of that?” Joel shakes his
head. It seems his body was still moving without him in it. Not like him to lose control. “I also
heard you destroyed the janitor’s closet.”
“Indeed I did. That I remember.” Examining the scenery from the booth’s window, Joel
notices that it’s starting to look like home again: far out of the borders of any city, they barrel
through the center of the country toward Anyplace/Anywhere, the visible population slowly
dwindling. “Why are we taking a train from Texas?” he asks, trying not to breathe in the food.
“Somebody has a fear of planes,” Sweetie replies, squeezing her father’s arm until he
smiles.
Wonder if Priestcraft accidentally killed someone with a plane.
“We’ve actually transferred twice already. They carried you like sleeping beauty, Joel.”
“This Anyplace/Anywhere is way in the sticks,” the producer says, glancing down to his
paper. “A true pain in the ass, actually.” He leafs through the Goldmine Gazette, licking his
thumb before each turn. What a surreal read that must be. Joel glimpses his own face in a side
story on page six, Ricky gushing by his side. It wakes him up. “We’ve got a lengthy car ride after
this, too.”
“Hey, this isn’t the train that…” Sweetie asks.
“No, it’s not,” Joel interrupts, bothered by the reminder, especially coming from her.
“That one’s just in Anyplace/Anywhere. And they probably stopped building for a while. People
won’t be allowed on it. It’s for wood.”
The producer grins, coming across his protégé in the Gazette. “So, what’s first, my
budding star? I can’t wait to see you in front of an audience again, I must say. I’m assuming you
need to make some arrangements, regarding your old congregation, Pastor?” Priestcraft winks.
Joel smiles back, after making sure Sweetie is oblivious to the exchange. And even then he’s still
hesitant about it, now that he has someone’s faith to lose. “Some phone calls and what-not. Do
you think most of them will come to something like this? After what you did?”
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“Well, they don’t really know what happened. I just left a few days ago,” Joel says,
rubbing his eyes to kick-start his brain. He didn’t realize he’d have to cover for himself so early
in the day. He’s really stretching it now. “The main part of the sermon will be my complete
confession. Then I could ask for forgiveness. Then, and I just thought of this, we could do
another demonstration of the Holy Spirit. Why not, right?”
After yesterday’s victory, he’s really got the hang of that particular ruse. Though, he did
win over Goldminians. But Priestcraft agrees, and Sweetie just stares at him, her dotted
forehead wrinkled in thought. “How come you haven’t told me about them? Your
congregation?” she asks, resting her pale face on her palm. “Was there anyone you were close
to?”
Because she hadn’t asked about his nonexistent parishioners before, Joel thought that,
possibly, he wouldn’t have to go on and on about it. Like everything else. Create more lies on
top of his pre-existing lies. But he chides himself for being so thick, thinking she wouldn’t
eventually alight on the subject. Our girl. “Well, I was so mixed up in everything that it was kind
of hard for me to connect with any one person, per se…”
“You sound like an awful pastor,” she groans. “I’ll bet you were always good on stage
though.” She returns to her breakfast; Joel sighs, but not out of relief. His deception’s not
sitting well with him this morning.
“Well, I gotta tell you, all that sounds fantastic,” the producer declares, before tossing a
napkin into his plate. “These people, this congregation, are they energetic?”
Recalling the last time he tried to speak to the comatose population of the retirement
home, Joel realizes the very obvious answer to Priestcraft’s question. “Oh, boy, I, uh, I’m really
gonna need a few hours to get things together,” Joel sputters. “With the church and all.”
“Don’t worry about it. We won’t start filming until tomorrow morning. My crew’s just
drained.” Grabbing the newspaper, Priestcraft pushes out his chair, rising from the booth. “Not
everyone was out cold this morning, Joel. Hey, you see this?” He flips to Joel’s picture in the
middle of the Gazette, proudly displaying the photo. “You see it? We’re gonna move this face
closer to page one.” He reaches over and tousles Joel’s hair as he leaves the table, kissing his
daughter on the top of her pill-box. And he whistles as he walks away.
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“He’s the like-minded father I never had,” Joel concludes, turning to Sweetie after he’s
gone.
“Yeah, he’s the exact opposite for me. I love him all the same, though,” she squints,
watching him leave. She chews her bottom lip. When the producer’s out of sight, she gives Joel
her orange juice, sliding it over. “I think you can keep this down.”
“Thank you, but I wouldn’t put any money on it.” He pauses, and then reaches for his
glass. “So, why do you stay with him if you feel you’re both so different?”
“I’ve told you. He’s my father and I love him. Try and drink some.”
While Joel tries to swallow, his mouth still reeking of champagne, he notices Sweetie’s
weighty silence; he knows that can’t be good. He feels her studying him as he sips, trying to
catch his eye, or at least see what’s behind it. Gulping, he senses a storm coming, not unlike the
inquisition at her apartment. Or that moment on a Goldmine street that feels like it happened
years ago.
“Me and Daddy…I think we have different ideas about your potential. Where you can go
from here,” she says, mulling over each word. “The way he’s been dealing with you, pushing
you, I’ve never seen him act like this with anybody else. It’s frightening. He’s always been
ambitious, but he has this look in his eye and…” She shakes her head. And he quietly brings his
juice back down to the table. No sudden movements, Joel. “Can you just tell me straight out,
and I won’t be mad, why are you really doing all this?”
He already attempted to explain that he was full of hot air; she just wasn’t having any of
it. But the question doesn’t catch him off guard. He’s getting used to being on unsteady ground
with the girl. “Does this have anything to do with what happened last night?” he asks.
“No. I like you, even if I don’t like your answer,” she decides. “I just don’t want to feel
like an idiot after this is over. For thinking something that isn’t true. For thinking you want to
apologize to your people and, maybe, then…move on to better things.”
He does want to move on to better things. But better is so relative. Joel swirls his drink,
the liquid moving dangerously far up the sides of the glass. “Well, a bunch of different reasons,”
he answers, accidentally splashing some juice onto the table. “I’m not going to lie, though; your
father’s show is kind of like a stepping stone to...”
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“See, you still think you’re selfish…”
“No, I wouldn’t say it’s all-“
“…I believe I know different,” she says, her cheeks reddening. This could be rough. Joel
cringes. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but…I have to. You were screaming last night in my
Father’s office. You kept waking up and thrashing across the room, falling all around. I’d have to
grab you and pull you back down to sleep. Do you know what you were saying? Do you
remember?”
Joel grips his cup, petrified of what might’ve come out. Guess he did more than attempt
to urinate in drinking fountains. This is what happens when he cuts loose.
“You thought you were fighting with your uncle, telling him to keep his pads on. No
matter what happens. You told him that at least he wasn’t an only son. And at least he was
somebody’s son.” Sweetie sniffs now, struggling to keep her composure, and it takes Joel’s
breath away to see someone broken up for him. “And then you turned to me and said things
are piling up on you. And you asked if it would make me happy…if you were somebody else
from now on. Or even for just a little while.”
He stares down into his empty glass, wracking his brain for some recollection of this,
some of this lingering, corrosive pain and doubt that lay mostly hidden from his own plain sight.
He’s glad he didn’t let on about the dead cop, or the fact that he isn’t a pastor. But simply not
getting caught isn’t cutting it for him. Why does one keep thoughts from themselves?
“Sometimes, like when we first met, or last night, you’re hurt. You just make me want to
take care of you. But then there’s this part that worries me, this other guy, this pad seller. So
which one are you, Joel? Which is it?” she pleads, removing her silly hat, her hair falling down
past her chin.
Joel feels the smoothness of his cheek. It seems like she’s begging him to become
himself, peel off his mask and reveal the true identity. He isn’t really sure how to do that.
“Okay…the last two days were two of the best days I’ve ever lived, and I think that’s
because of you,” he says. He surprises himself: not because he said it, but because he believes
the words coming out of his mouth. The train floor bumps up and down underneath his feet,
rattling the table. She moves nearer to him in the booth. He never could have predicted this,
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how out of control he is in her hands. But, he reasons, when his life was firmly in his own
control, it brought him to a place he didn’t want to stay: a place without uncles or anyone
besides Spatz. He realizes that, once he gets his hands on things, he only makes them worse.
Bravo.
Sweetie pats his hand on the table, the sides of their legs touching. “I haven’t heard you
talk like that yet.”
“Nobody’s ever heard me talk like that. Myself included.”
“Were you happy doing those things? Treating people like that?”
She asks cautiously, as if in the act of asking he might suddenly turn into that distant,
awful person she’s trying to understand. It makes him sad. “That was never really the point,”
Joel says, pushing his empty glass away. She was right; he can keep the juice down. “You can’t
do both. Have a purpose and be happy. It doesn’t work because the happiness is just relative to
how close you are to success.”
“That’s a pretty terrible way to live, Joel.”
He shrugs. The conductor screeches over the loudspeaker, mumbling about some cattle
causing a delay. Joel would laugh if he wasn’t having this conversation.
“But…” She licks her lips, thinking. “…what if you finish and you don’t like what you’ve
built?”
“Uh…”
“What about before you started conning? What about before you were even a pastor?
Were you happy then?”
Unrelenting. She’s more of a predator than Joel ever was.
Trying to grasp on to the few, sparse scenes from his days before Spatz, he can’t dredge
up anything substantial. And going back any further just brings him to the orphanages, and to
that veiny old lady, so he closes the door again. “I can’t remember that time. When I try and
look back, it just fades to white. Like I was in a waiting room or something. I was just
purposeless, but not happy. Just…purposeless.”
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Sounds like we might’ve liked him better before he found his calling. And Sweetie’s face
looks strained, as she tries her very best to peg down something unnamable. “So, you’re only
happy now because you’re succeeding?”
His head throbs and her questions are starting to flow together. One long, sympathetic
interrogation. “Well, it does feel good to get that applause and…it’s just a rush, that’s all. It’s
always been.” Outside, the train is now nearing the border of Nebraska, and he imagines that
the funeral homes of Anyplace/Anywhere were a lot safer when he was gone. How much easier
it must have been for people to mourn. “But that sort of thing never lasts; it rarely keeps your
chin up after it’s gone.” He thinks about that heartbroken mother, smearing her child’s makeup in the casket, how badly he must have interrupted her family’s grieving process.
Who is this guy, and where has he been?
“In all honesty, I think it might be you that’s doing this,” he confesses. “And now should
really be the time when I have tunnel vision. Dammit.” He thumps his glass on the table. “I can’t
blink. Why am I blinking now? I can’t be in…in this, and also succeed. I can’t be good at
everything, you know? I never could. That’s why I’m me.”
“I know, Joel.” She fidgets in her seat. When a train attendant walks over to take their
plates, Sweetie dismisses her politely. So the garbage remains on the table, sitting in front of
them. “But things get different quick,” Sweetie says, staring at Joel’s empty glass. “You wake up
with stuff. Like, you wake up with a conscience or plain old guilt.” She hesitates, readying
herself. “You wake up knowing what you need to do with the Holy Spirit in your head.”
“Sweetie-”
“Don’t start that talk again, you know my mind’s made up,” she snaps. “Like I said, that
talent you have isn’t yours. It’s borrowed, it’s trusted to you.” Quieting, she twirls her hair,
looping it between her fingers. It looks like it’s comforting her. “And you’re starting to figure
out how you can use it for the best reasons, for someone else’s happiness. Like with Ricky.”
Ah, good old Ricky. And Joel finds it strange that he’s actually starting to enjoy hearing
her talk like this. It doesn’t make him feel so rotten anymore. The way she says things, it makes
it seem like they’re almost possible.
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“And you remember what you did for him?” she asks. “And he gave you nothing for it,
and it must have felt so good. To do something like that.”
She may be overlooking the fact that Ricky did provide Joel with an ample amount of
straight lines. More than he could ever hope for. But Joel envisions the balding, working class
family man crying tears of joy, the tears of someone who has renewed faith in the universe. It’s
an image he hasn’t considered much until now. Being such an integral part of it all makes him
feel…
“Are you afraid you won’t know what to do with yourself if you aren’t conning?”
He nods his head. Boy, is he ever. He wrings his hands, twisting his fingers in his lap.
“I’m tired of hearing about how terrible you used to be, how terrible you still are. You’re
not so bad, huh?” She grins, nudging his arm. It seems like Sweetie’s telling him, not asking.
Dotted with freckles, sensitive to any sun, she waits expectantly for her project to speak.
He wishes he wasn’t hung over at the moment; it’s hard to find clarity, to think of the
right words. Everything sounds brilliant, and it hangs far out of his grasp…although, it seems
closer each time she tells him who he ought to be.
“Do you think you can put it to rest?” she begs. “Can you pick the Joel I like?”
Looking out the window, at the green grass of Nebraska, it dawns on him that he’ll have
to be seeing Spatz soon. To check on the house of worship. Oh, right, that old thing. Here,
sitting with Sweetie, a life with Spatz seems like it exists in another dimension. But those
hungry grey fangs wait in the darkness of the shop, sharpening along with the wood.
“You know, you’re still a little girl,” he says, his head still turned.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“The best things it can.”
She reaches out and wraps Joel in her freckly arms, holding him as securely as she did
out there on that hot Goldmine sidewalk. Anchoring him to humanity. He tries to stay still. He
tries to keep his body from moving, this train from moving, his thoughts from wandering: the
congregation he doesn’t have, the church he left Spatz to create, the steps up the ladder,
climbing forward to the first page of some gazette. To be what? To be a motivational speaker, a
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Billy Reed, voice rattling through some fool’s cassette deck? Or a world conqueror, like
Priestcraft?
‘Enough already,’ he decides, sinking into her chest.
Afternoon sun pours in from the train’s windows, and Joel finds himself confused and
calm, like when they first met. His life getting clearer and fuzzier at the same time. Eventually,
they doze off, tangled with one another in the dining booth, quietly speeding toward
Anyplace/Anywhere.
Chapter Thirteen/The Man Tries to Make His Own Seasons
…in which our hero encounters an old acquaintance…and meets resistance from a former ally…
“What are you doing here? Don’t you know you’re dead?” Joel asks, pointing in the old
man’s face.
Uncle Richie just sighs and stretches out his pale, skinny legs, leaning back in the grass.
Though he still seems scrawny in his white nightgown, there’s something serene in his
expression, a rosy quality to his cheeks. He gazes up toward the clouds. The sky is as green as
cash. They sit by the lake, the same lake Joel almost drowned in when he was seven, left to his
own devices by some nameless, transitional foster family. The pair let the water run over their
feet; Joel has his shoes on, but he can feel it all just the same. Peering over into the water, he
notices that neither of them has a reflection, a fact that doesn’t trouble him in the slightest.
Kooky.
“You look surprisingly healthy for a guy who isn’t alive anymore,” Joel continues. “I said,
don’t you know you’re dead? C’mon, now.”
“How can you miss me if I won’t leave, right?” the old man laughs. “Sure I know, Joel-y.
Don’t be silly.” Turning his attention to his “spiritual insurance,” Uncle Richie fixes an elbow
pad, straightening it out over his arm. Joel could’ve sworn he pulled it tighter than that at the
train tracks. “I’m glad we’ve got our equipment, though,” he notes, slapping his knee. “Aren’t
you? Who knows what’s in that lake?”
Looking down, Joel sees that he, too, is fully guarded for the Rapture. “Huh. How’d
those get there?” Examining closely, he finds letters on each of his knee pads, engraved into the
front. “J and C…Joel and Colson. That’s nice.” Forgetting about his uncle’s resurrection, Joel
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rocks his legs back and forth, the green tint of the sky glinting off the plastic shine. “Say, what if
I’m two people? Is that possible?”
“Nope,” says Uncle Richie. He lifts a glass of milk out of the grass and slurps. “Spirits?”
he asks.
“No, no thank you. Hey, what do you mean ‘nope’? Why not?”
Frowning, Uncle Richie wipes his mouth off on his elbow pad, dragging it across his lips.
“There can’t be two of you, Joel-y. Just one, with plenty of sides,” he explains. “Too many, if you
ask me.”
Joel smiles. “Ah…that’s very helpful. I can understand that. I didn’t realize before.” But
the green clouds turn a shade darker now as he wrinkles his forehead. “You know, I wish I
would’ve listened to you like this when you were alive. I’m sorry about that. I never should have
given you a pitch; I got so caught up in things. Not just with you, with everything.”
Uncle Richie reaches out and squeezes his nephew’s shoulder, and his prune-y hand
feels so gentle on Joel’s back. Having settled the matter, they both look up: the overcast, jade
sky is seemingly getting closer to the ground, bearing down on the two. Joel fears that if he
stands, he’ll bump his head. “Jeez, we’ve got a lot to be afraid of. The lake down here…the sky
up there. Which is gonna get us first, Uncle Richie?” The old man shrugs. “Well, you know,
seeing you makes me feel better, so that’s good.”
“That’s what I’m here for,” the old man nods. “Hey, you know what else I can try?”
Sitting up, he tosses his glass into the water, the milk spreading out rapidly, turning the whole
of the lake white and chalky. “See that?” he points, marveling. “One less thing to worry about.”
Joel puts his hand near his uncle’s, edging it toward him on the grass. “Yeah, but you’re
not really here. I’ll wake up, and I’ll be stuck alone again. It’s tough, let me tell you, especially
when your head’s all over the place.” Joel turns away, itching at his scalp. “Ah! You ever get
that? You think you want something, and before you get there, you realize you don’t. And when
you quit, you wind up with less than you started with.”
Uncle Richie leans over and slaps Joel’s knuckles. “No, Joel-y, not less. What about her?”
Our man rubs his jaw. “…you’re right. She’s great. But what do I do now?”
“Beats me.”

Sacred Commodities by Matt Longo

The old man reaches into the dangling sleeve of his nightgown, removing a tiny model
train and handing it over to his nephew. Joel runs his fingers along the little steam engine,
squinting inside to make out the small bits of wood ready to be delivered to the, presumably,
tiny people of Anyplace/Anywhere. “Here, you can have this. I made it,” the old man grins,
exposing his harmless dentures. Accepting the gift, Joel stares up again, curious to see what’s
become of the sky: just as he suspected, it isn’t green anymore. It’s the pale white of Sweetie’s
cheeks, freckles dotting the air like stars. “Look. There’s nothing wrong up there. It’s not as
scary as you think.”
“You might be right.”
Much to the old man’s delight, Joel throws the model train into the milky lake, sighing
proudly at his decision to rid himself of it. They watch as it bobs, splits in two, and sinks in
pieces, like a miniature Titanic.
“Good boy,” his uncle declares. “You are a good boy, Joel-y.”
As he rises from the ground, Uncle Richie pats the top of his nephew’s head, smoothing
Joel’s hair to the side. Joel just grins, his eyes fixed on the sinking train. He wonders why it felt
so good to hurl it into the water. It’s just a small piece of wood. But he’s glad he chose not to
craft it into anything this time.
Grunting until he’s finally on his feet, Uncle Richie dusts the grass and dirt off of his
white nightgown, nodding toward the lake. “Hey, didn’t you almost drown here? Long time
ago?” he recalls, his tiny legs standing on their own, no need for a wheelchair.
“Yeah. Almost did,” Joel mutters, lost in thought, still watching the little toy as it
disappears below the cream surface of the water.
“What happened? Why didn’t you?”
But before Joel can think of an answer, Uncle Richie turns from the shore and heads off
into the distance, fading too quickly from sight. Alone now, Joel sits contemplating the
question, contemplating the freckled sky and the milky lake, blending together in a wash of
ivory. He can feel his body gradually pulling itself toward reality, pulling out of sleep, dragged
away from the inner workings of his mind that he always has such limited access to in waking
hours.
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“Well, Uncle Richie,” Joel slurs to himself, his mouth moving sluggishly, fighting against
the coming awakening, “somebody…somebody who was kind…just…randomly…happened to
save me.”
*

*

*

For a guy who lives by his crude angles, the inside of his head is a pretty hospitable
place. If only he spent more time in there.
The train bumps along, carrying them further north. Sweetie still sleeps soundly in her
seat, stirring as Joel leaves her side. Wobbling into the cabin’s bathroom, he washes his face
with bottled water, flushing a tissue down the blue, bleach filled drain. His chest feels heavy,
but in a good way, in a way that doesn’t bother him. And his dream was satisfying, briefly
reuniting him with his kin. What a relief. Seeing that the bathroom’s mirror is cloudy and
smudged, he can barely make out his own face.
We can hardly recognize him, either.
And he’s not sure if he’s sad or just worried that they’ll soon be reaching
Anyplace/Anywhere. They’ve slept the trip away. But, before leaving, Joel breathes in through
his nose, deeply, confidently, feeling like he’s earned these hard-wrought emotions. It took him
long enough to get them.
When he slides back the bathroom’s panel, someone is waiting, arms folded, outside
the door. Like a bespectacled road block.
“Jesus!” Joel yelps. “You scared the…”
“So, can we chat about your plans for the filming? Any new ideas?” the producer
chatters, grinning widely. He looks wired.
“No, not really,” Joel whispers, pointing to a slumbering Sweetie seated only a few rows
away. “But you know what? I’m fresh out. So let’s just give the sermon, I’ll ask for forgiveness,
and we can get back to Goldmine.”
This is new. Priestcraft clenches his jaw, his pupils dilating behind the frames. “What
happened to you?”
Joel tries to betray nothing; the producer’s already caught on to something strange.
Something he hasn’t seen yet…and he doesn’t like it. Of course he wouldn’t.
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“You seem…different. You wouldn’t happen to be getting cold feet about all this, would
you, Joel? No? Let’s go talk in another car. A less crowded one.”
As they tip-toe past Sweetie, Joel reaches over to touch her freckled cheek, grazing it
with the back of his hand. “You aren’t as scary as I think,” he says. She remains out cold,
scrunching her nose up. She shifts to a more comfortable position and stretches out across the
vacant seat he’s left behind, snoring with her mouth open. He could eat her up.
After some searching, the two men find a half empty car and make their way to the
desolate side of the cabin. Hunkering down in a corner, Priestcraft places his hand on Joel’s
shoulder, drawing him close. Team meeting. “Look, it isn’t as easy as saying, ‘We should just get
through it,’ Joel. We need more,” he explains, his bug-eyes scanning, trying to locate the
change in our man. So he can crush it. “You’re poised for greatness, here. You want to give the
people less than you can?” His grip feels harsh, not at all like Uncle Richie’s gentle shoulder
squeeze.
“I guess I’m just tired. I still want to do this, but I’m looking forward to getting away
from Anyplace/Anywhere, starting some kind of…positive reinvention or something,” Joel
mumbles, turning his head away.
Didn’t think he’d come right out with it like this. Neither did he.
“What the hell are you talking about?” the producer chokes, startling the other
passengers.
“Shh, never mind. Like I told you, I’m fresh out of ideas.”
Joel wonders if Priestcraft could even understand what he’s going through, if the guy
has ever experienced doubt. That may be just as ridiculous as asking the same question of
Spatz. Highly unlikely. Unless it took them a while to become what they are.
The voice of the conductor rumbles over the loudspeaker, informing them of the e.t.a.;
everyone begins getting their luggage in order. Thinking he can make an escape, Joel stands to
go wake Sweetie, but Priestcraft holds his arm, keeping him tethered. “Hey, I’ve got an idea,”
the producer whispers. “And we discussed it as a possibility before, but I was just thinking…it
might put this thing over the top.”
“Say it. What?” Joel groans, staring ahead to Sweetie’s cabin.
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Impatience with a father figure?
“Part of Billy Reed’s whole persona was his brief imprisonment. It made it easier for
people to see he really had gone through something life-changing. People can understand
physical incarceration; it isn’t hard to imagine.” Priestcraft peers over the back of his seat to
make sure no one is listening in. “That police officer, Joel, the one you were telling me about
this morning…I’ll bet that would be more than enough for our purposes.”
“I…I told you what?”
Fantastic work, Joel. The horn screeches, likely urging more cattle to clear off the tracks.
And he brings his gaze down to Priestcraft’s face, to a familiar expression. Like Spatz, with his
two-by-four across a teenager’s throat. Joel slumps back in his seat, searching through a foggy
recollection of last night’s drunken events, and the morning’s continued blackout, for this
important conversation. But his clarity only started when he woke up on the train. Judging from
Sweetie’s experience with his inebriated guilt and pain, our boy must have been quite chatty
while under the influence.
“This morning? When I came into my office to wake you up?” Priestcraft asks, smiling
brightly. He’s relishing this. Catching prey. “You don’t remember, do you? You took me aside?”
Joel’s prepared to brush it off as some dream he was babbling about, but Priestcraft
shushes him when he tries to defend himself. The man is not stupid. And in this impossible
moment, it’s clear to Joel was never any match for people like Spatz and Priestcraft. After all, it
only took Sweetie two days to sway his heart. These men, the men that have raised him, are
immovable.
“You mumbled something about a dead cop, how you should’ve just let him arrest you,
instead of keeping quiet in the bushes,” the producer sniffs. “You seemed pretty sincere about
it, and I’d like to see some of that sincerity when we film your apology tomorrow. Of course, I’d
love for you to talk about the officer. And there are some very good reasons why.”
Bet Joel’s dying to hear them. He looks up at the burning red exit sign over the train’s
sliding doors, hovering at the end of the aisle. The show must go on. And on and on. Priestcraft
seems to think the cop’s death is swell news, a new way to exploit Joel’s tale. Might as well
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wave goodbye to the progress he was making. Not when this shark has such damning evidence
in his possession.
Seeing the horror on Joel’s face, Priestcraft slaps his knee, sympathetically, like a doting
father would an upset child. “Aw, c’mon, Joel! You wouldn’t have told me if you didn’t want me
to know about it! I’m sure you had faith in me to turn this into something grander. And it really
fits perfectly into what we’re trying to do. Don’t you see? Let me spell it out for you: we both
know there has to be some kind of punishment, for the sake of the audience. One interview
without any real penance is all well and good, but not if we’re expanding.”
Expanding. Taking this as far as he can. In light of his revelations with Sweetie, Joel
would rather crawl away with Priestcraft’s daughter and finish finding himself. Or whatever’s
left, by now.
“You know, a man has to be able to make his own seasons,” the producer reflects,
reclining in his seat, ready to impart some golden nuggets. “With televangelism, I’ve learned
that sometimes means going through hell first, before you can get to heaven. Even if it’s only in
the eyes of the viewer. Onstage, you see? Onstage is where the punishment will begin.
Understand?”
“…you want me to get arrested in front of an audience? My…congregation?”
Joel drops his face into his palms. He had been so willing to do what was necessary; this
is the first time that it actually feels like a sacrifice, though. He thinks of Sweetie and the rest of
his soul, how he’d like very much to keep them both. Just when you thought he was out.
The train begins to slow a little, everyone jolting forward from the brake;
Anyplace/Anywhere’s only station rests in the distance. Joel imagines himself climbing over the
seat in front of him to get to Sweetie, to tell her that things aren’t in his hands anymore. To tell
her he was never a pastor and that he hopes, so badly, it doesn’t change the way she feels
about him. Tell her about the cop before her Father can. Or before he says it himself in front of
her Father’s cameras. But he doesn’t seem to be moving.
“You’ll be in jail for, what, an extortion attempt?” the producer asks, as if Joel stole a
carton of cigarettes. “That’s it, right? They can’t say you were directly involved with killing
anyone. Just the plot against the train company. And the desecration of a corpse or something.
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Plus, why buy a lawyer when you have a judge?” he smirks, attempting to sound comforting.
“We’ll bring the case to Goldmine. You’ll get a year. Four months, with good behavior.”
“Is…is that really true?”
Both Priestcraft’s have been so persuasive so far, splitting him apart. But it doesn’t feel
cathartic to hear the producer speak. It sounds like what he always told himself when he was
rationalizing every step of his pitiful career. Sweetie’s words, on the other hand, sound
ancient…like he heard them once, but lost them.
“Four months for an airtight case of salvation,” Priestcraft continues, hammering away.
“In this profession, all the big names have gone behind bars. And you come out on the same
level as any other spiritual celebrity in the country. Then, it’s about getting what’s coming to
you, which is where our jail time promotion comes into play. When you walk out of those cell
doors less than a year from now, you’ll be able to look at yourself through any medium you
want: T.V., books, CD’s, those outdated little cassettes you love so much. I’ll work tirelessly for
it. Sky Talk’s promotion of you, and your ‘progress’ in there, will be torrential.”
Did Billy Reed ever have a moral crisis, or did he just squeeze his eyes shut and hand his
life over? Does that take strength? At his very worst, Joel would’ve been fine with going to
prison, if it meant that success was waiting out there on the other side. And, still, he gulps at
how tempting the producer makes all of it sound, how easy it would be for him to just say yes
and leave it at that. But that would mean that every trial Sweetie has put him through, each
trauma and each confession, has been a waste. And say what you will about him, but Joel never
works hard for nothing.
“I’m not sure about all this. I have strong feelings for your daughter.”
“I’ve noticed. But what does that have to do with anything?”
Joel feels pathetic trying to communicate these new feelings, worse after Priestcraft
remains unmoved. “I don’t know, it all sounds better when she explains it,” he sighs. “I’m not
even sure what she wants me to accomplish. Maybe just not do whatever it is I’m doing now?”
“And she’ll be right there when you get out.”
“Will she?”
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He imagines her reaction to the news. To the death. The fake pastorship. And, even
more troubling, her response to him stepping further into the kind of pilfering she could smell
instantly when he tried it after the interview on Sky Talk. After the slammer, he could be a
money-making machine. Blurring the line between bolstering faith and lightening bank
accounts. She would be responsible for unleashing him on a larger audience, setting him loose
on the world. He’d be more dangerous than Spatz could ever be. And with that kind of power,
Joel doesn’t trust himself to stay human. You’re a good boy, Joel-y.
“I think I just need to go back to Goldmine. With her. We’ll do the follow-up and just put
it to rest there,” Joel decides, as if it were his decision to make. “I’m very grateful for everything
you’ve given me.”
Nice touch.
“But, you see, I’m investing plenty of time and resources, and the least you can do is
follow my advice,” the producer calmly points out. “We’ve come too far to half-ass this, Joel.”
“And I appreciate your intentions. It’s just that I meant what I said.”
Wow. Our hero.
“Okay, well then how about this…if you don’t do what I’m telling you to do, not only will
I leave you in this cow-infested patch of land, you’ll get no follow-up,” the producer proposes,
still composed. His tone of voice is bouncy, even.
Joel thinks. As long as Sweetie sticks with him. “Hey, if that’s the way it has to…”
“Stop, you didn’t let me finish. Additionally, I think I’ll tell her all about you. We’ll put
this pastor business to rest. Let her know who she’s really getting involved with. How you lied
from the beginning. How you fooled me, too.” And the producer’s face begins to twist, the
mask of the astute businessmen crumbling, revealing something very beastly underneath. Like
a full moon’s rising outside the train doors. His bug-eyes push themselves from his face. “I don’t
want my daughter consorting with a con-artist, unless that con-artist is bringing me what I
want, and doing what I’ve set him up to do,” he insists, his voice piercing through the socially
acceptable volume. Not like him to lose it.
“I might even turn you in anyway. And you won’t be getting any of my services. No
cushy Goldmine court for you, no well-paid judge. I’ll let this small town tear you to pieces.”
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Priestcraft looks around the cabin at the other passengers: the ones that haven’t made their
way to the train’s doors are all pretending to be intensely engaged with something other than
his conversation. All except for a little girl, who buries her face in her mother’s dress, hiding
from him. Seeing this, and clearly thinking of another little girl, Priestcraft tries to address Joel
coolly. “Look, don’t be foolish about this. You are going to jail. Wouldn’t you rather be
sponsored by Sky Talk when it happens? Wouldn’t you rather be with Sweetie when you get
out? Wouldn’t you rather be successful?”
His daughter, a handy chess piece. A holy bargaining chip. She’ll likely desert Joel no
matter what he chooses. But at least with Priestcraft on his side, there’s the slight chance that
Sweetie will stand by him, although that seems unlikely. And the prospect of being thrown to
the police without any help from Sky Talk is just too great a terror for Joel to dismiss. We know
what he must do. For once, it has to be said, he tried.
Resigned now, Joel observes as Priestcraft attempts to change himself back into a nononsense businessman. Dangerousness still lurking behind the glasses. “You know, you
reminded me of someone else just then,” Joel notes. “I knew it when I first saw you. A business
associate of mine.”
“Is he a smart man?” Priestcraft asks, dabbing the froth from his mouth with a
handkerchief.
“No, not really. But he’s a wolf, too. You…you’ve just got an angelic daughter to mask it.
And a suit. And people skills. And he pales in comparison.” Fiddling with an ashtray implanted in
the armrest, Joel slinks down into the cushion of his seat. He doesn’t wish that none of this ever
happened; it’s been worth it, if only for her. If only for the immeasurable amount of repair she’s
already performed. “She’ll be very upset that I’m leaving. She’ll be upset with what we’re gonna
do to me.”
Priestcraft rolls his eyes. “When is she not upset with me? It’s always something,” he
grunts. “She’ll get over it.”
She is forgiving. Joel watches from the window as the train loses the rest of its speed
and taxies into the station, Anyplace/Anywhere waiting behind the panes. And he’s finally
home. The other relieved passengers press up to the automatic doors, carry-on baggage in
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hand, eager to get away from the two of them and their bizarre discussion. Joel thinks of how
different he was the last time he set foot on this soil. “It’s funny, I thought I could be someone
else for a second there,” he says, staring off. “My life has a way of making me hideous. And I
certainly haven’t helped things.”
“It was probably all a delusion anyway. Some madness the two of you have got going
on,” the producer guesses, helpfully. “She’s told me about you, about your potential. She seems
to think some new person is gonna come from this filmed ‘apology.’ But we know different,
right?”
Way off on that one, Sweetie. Joel keeps himself to the window pane, guarded. He sees
that the Nebraska sun has already disappeared, the entirety of their daylight wasted on the
journey. At the very least, it won’t be as hot as Goldmine out there. But with the light gone,
he’d better hustle to finish everything for the morning’s filming, especially since Priestcraft has
now threatened him. His stomach twists.
“Now, what were you planning to do tonight, before we were thrown off track?”
“I was planning to get a…a congregation,” Joel answers, absently.
“I figured as much. You’re a smart boy, though. Remember, it’s just an apology, and a bit
of sermon with that. No need for anymore ‘Holy Spirit’ gymnastics. You’re not a one-trick pony.
And now that you’ll be confessing to a crime, we’ve got a hell of an ending. I’ll set that in
motion, but I’m sure you’ll work something out for the rest.”
Sounds like a splendid evening…
“I already did. My church should be waiting for me, and my people…I’ve gotta make a
stop at the old folk’s home. See the director. Probably have to do something I don’t want to
do,” Joel mutters, his voice turning to rasp. He’s beginning to admit to himself that maybe
Sweetie’s insights were all delusions. That’s the ticket, Joel.
“Good. So there’s no need for you to wake Sweetie. You hail a cab and go wherever you
need to go,” Priestcraft orders, standing up and turning into the aisle. “I made reservations at a
ratty motel, for the whole crew. The only one this town has got, apparently. Call for me there,
tell me where I’m bringing everyone.” And he merges with the human traffic, headed for
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Sweetie’s cabin, talking over his shoulder to conclude their enlightening conversation. “Just
remember you better give me something worth filming.”
“Yeah, in the end,” Joel reasons, deaf to the commotion, “this is really me, isn’t it?”
Chapter Fourteen/Romance at the Retirement Home
…in which our villain stoops very low to acquire a congregation, even by his standards…
Welcome back to Anyplace/Anywhere, Joel. Old stomping grounds. But it’s only been
three days. Time doesn’t fly when you’re discovering yourself.
Being that he was forced to take a cab from the train station, there are no tapes to
throw on, just the worried sounds of his own head. This taxi driver doesn’t look like a fan of
motivational tapes, with his deep set eyes, dry knuckles limply gripping the wheel, the
whooshing sound of his jacket when, hand over hand, he steers a turn. It makes Joel miss his
convertible. He reasons that Spatz probably sold it, or worse, that he’s driving it around himself.
Joel would rather be listening to Billy Reed. Anything to get his spirits up.
Pretty soon, Reed may be listening to Joel Colson, with all of Priestcraft’s big ideas. And
even if Joel succeeds, this could very well be his last night as a free man. For a while, at least. It
just doesn’t seem like he’s going to get what he wants…though he’s not sure what that is
anymore. He only knows she’s involved.
“You ever hear of the Church of the Sacred Bleeding Mary?” Joel asks the driver. “New
house of worship around here?”
“Nope. Not religious,” the cabbie grunts.
“Yeah, well, it’s around. Probably only half-done, the bastard.”
“I thought we were going to the retirement…”
“Yeah, yeah, we are. I was just thinking out loud,” Joel says, peering out the window into
the darkness. Priestcraft, Sweetie and the rest of the Sky Talk crew are likely getting ready for
bed at Anyplace/Anywhere’s rustic motel by now, worn-out from the trip. Fortunately for his
earlier hangover, he had been unconscious for much of it, and he foresees a long, stressful
night ahead of him. After all, he does have to establish a church by morning. His serenity with
Sweetie on the train gave way to a near panic attack after Priestcraft’s threat, after his cab had
traveled in a different direction. Away from her.
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The cabbie pulls in front of the retirement home, stopping only to eject Joel and collect
his money. Standing alone in his grungy blue suit, Joel stares up at the building, marveling at
how much larger it looks at night. Like a massive wooden shadow. And this is where the
nightmare began.
He notices a white school bus parked to the side: their primary mode of transportation,
used for the few events the elderly collectively travel to. He could maybe use this for hauling
down parishioners, if everything goes as planned…seducing a frumpy, strange woman for
access to her elderly. Right, that.
Squinting, he sees a light on at the side of the home, a shadowy figure moving behind
drapes, a nightgown flowing behind them. ‘Once this is squared away, then it’s on to Spatz,’ he
thinks, walking up to the doors. ‘First the congregation, then the church.’
At least he’s organized.
The last time he was here, his Uncle Richie was slung low over his shoulder, tumbling
around in a densely layered, black garbage bag. He tries not to think about that fact as he rings
the bell, reaching around some folded-up wheelchairs propped near the door. Joel isn’t worried
about having woken anyone inside, reasoning that the elderly sleep as deeply as the dead. The
only person he may have disturbed will be very glad to see him. In fact, he’s counting on it.
Hearing footsteps, he fixes himself. His suit feels stiff; he’s been wearing it for two days straight.
The chipped, creaky door swings open.
“Hello, Irene,” Joel coos.
“Do you have any idea…it’s you!” cries the drowsy retirement home director, her
nightgown pulled tight around her waist. She rubs her eyes to make sure. Smoothing back her
frizzy hair, her faint sideburns get swept up into her wiry ponytail; clearly, she didn’t expect this
handsome spiritual insurance dealer to return so soon. And at such an odd hour.
Watching her as she tries to conceal her excitement, Joel knew she’d remember him
well, just as he’d remembered their brief, peculiar encounter. He was carrying a dead body, so
it’d be difficult for him to forget. “Yep. Just got back into town a little while ago. Went on a
business trip for a few days. Figured I’d pop over and say hi,” he says, thrusting his hands into
his pockets. Attempting to casually lean against one of the nearby wheelchairs, it clangs to the
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ground before he can get a grip on it. “Sorry.” After struggling to prop it back up again, he opts
to stand stiffly against the door jam, away from anything moveable. “I wanted to see how you
were doing…since we last saw one another.”
He’s lucky she’s likes him.
“But it’s almost midnight,” Irene yawns, stretching.
“Are you the only one working tonight?” he asks, affecting his most sensual voice, which
is still not very sensual. “It’s just that I’ve got something to ask you. It’s important…a favor.”
“Well, come in, come in,” she buzzes, trying not to grin.
Marching behind her, Joel follows Irene to her cramped room adjoining the home, the
medicinal smell wafting through the air, trumped only by the overpowering stench of
chemically suggested raspberry. Ah, the air-fresheners. He tries to breathe in as little as
possible, traipsing with his hand covering his mouth until she turns her head to speak. “The
cleaning staff will be here for another couple hours. And some nurses, too. I’m allowed to have
guests, though.”
“That’s good,” he nods, his eyes tearing up from the odor. She leads them into the
bedroom, where many more air fresheners dangle festively, seemingly destined to pungently
combat one another. Joel feels woozy. The smell reminds him of his uncle, particularly how
awful even thinking about Richie makes him feel. How he should probably avoid doing things he
might regret. “Nice set-up you got here.”
“The life of a caretaker,” she chirps. “We can talk in here.”
Irene cheerfully gestures to the bed: nicely folded sheets with dull coloring. A single
lamp, with a petite nightstand, sits bedside near her, deservedly, own bathroom. A little bunk
amidst the hustle and bustle of bingo nights, mushy food and endless life insurance
presentations. Not to mention Joel’s pad seminar. Folding her legs Indian-style, Irene sits on her
mattress while he paces the perimeter of the room, wringing his hands.
“So,” he says, after a long, tense pause. He feels himself clamming up at the sight of that
soft, worn bed, giving in beneath Irene. How far he’ll have to go for her to agree to his
proposition…
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“Oh! You remember that guy who gave you his old junk?” she asks. Joel carefully avoids
eye contact; she hasn’t made any connections. Perhaps the fumes have clouded her judgment.
“The old man must’ve been wandering out in the woods after you left! He fell in front of the
darn train!” Irene smacks her hands together. “Crushed! I almost lost my job because of him!”
“My goodness…was anybody else hurt?”
“No, he was out there all alone, poor guy,” she sighs, twirling her wiry ponytail through
her fingers. “I told those nurses we should bolt the doors at night. They wouldn’t listen. Not
even after the first few escapes. I just refuse to take responsibility for this, you know?”
“That’s the whole story? No foul play? Nobody else was, uh, there?”
She removes a tube of chapstick from her nightstand before she answers him, making
sure that Joel is watching when she applies it. “Yeah. It didn’t stop the train company, though.
They just cleaned him off the rails and kept right on testing.” Pausing, Irene smacks her lips
together, smearing it on. Joel winces. “Opened up for business yesterday morning,” she adds,
popping her mouth.
He stands as far away from the bed as spatially possible, while still actually being
present in the room. The chapstick move nearly sent him packing. “Nobody else,” he says, and
she shrugs, already bored with the event. He was in the clear after all; the cop was never found.
Maybe the train simply liquefied the man. But this doesn’t matter. Priestcraft will push for the
confession anyway. His face burns and itches at the thought. And he fiddles with the light
switch in passing, seeing if there’s any way to make the room dimmer, twisting the bulb back
and forth until it emits a weak beam. Low visibility. “Like I said before, I really came here to talk
to you about a favor.”
Irene swooshes her mouth around. “What can I do for you?” she asks, tossing her
ponytail over her shoulder.
He tries to visualize his train ride with Sweetie. When he let go of all his grander plans
and simply lived with her there. “Well, I’m gonna be honest, Irene,” he begins, straightening his
belt, stepping closer to the bed. Prepared to give himself over for his cause. He grinds his teeth.
Maybe not. “Do you have any drinks here? Alcohol?”
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“Sure thing.” Whistling something upbeat, she rummages through her closet, bringing
down a bottle of wine and some dusty glasses from the top shelf. “I haven’t cracked this one
open yet,” Irene chuckles, checking the label. “Is this okay?”
He’s losing the hunger to close the deal, something he’s always had an ample supply of
in the past. But if he doesn’t get this “congregation,” if he can’t people his church, if he isn’t the
pastor he says he is, Sky Talk will leave without him. Priestcraft will talk. Sweetie will definitely
be gone. With him exposed as a complete fraud, and probably a murderer, she won’t have any
use for the irredeemable. Just the almost irredeemable. And after prison, without Priestcraft’s
help, he’ll land back at square one, working in Spatz’s shed until he’s finally fed to the saw: the
climax of a life lived in the shadows of funeral parlors and raspberry-scented retirement homes.
He watches as Irene leans stiffly against her pillow, puffing her chest out in his direction.
“Let’s drink!” he concludes. Taking the bottle from her hands, he pours a large glass for Irene
and a much smaller one for himself, having already churned out a blueprint for an easier way
out of this. A way to remove himself from the unpleasant, quickly approaching proceedings.
“Why, are you trying to get me drunk?” she asks, coyly, as Joel hands her the glass.
“I’m trying to get both of us drunk. Now, about that favor…you wouldn’t ever consider
renting out your clientele, right?”
“What are we talking about?” she asks, sipping.
“You know, the old folks. You can’t, like, rent them out for an event? A party or
whatever?”
Irene’s mouth drops open. Guess no one’s ever requested this. And, maybe, he didn’t
just express himself in the most delicate of ways. She slowly puts her glass down by her
bedside, her palm pressed to her chest as she coughs up some of the wine she just swallowed.
“Oh…my God,” she chokes. “You’re insane.”
“Wait, no, hang on, let me…”
“Is that why you came back here?!” she asks, slapping her hand to her forehead. “To
show me how crazy you are?” Irene folds her arms and pouts, turning to her bedroom wall.
Pretty unstable for a retirement home director. But Joel did just ask her to borrow the elderly.
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“Every time a man’s even the tiniest bit…and you want to know the worst part? You aren’t the
craziest!”
“No, no, we aren’t on the same page here. I’m not explaining this right. You see, I’m on
a TV show…”
“Oh! Is this a hidden camera show?!” she gasps, whipping around, her face lighting up.
“Is that what this is?”
“No. Look, can you just stop and listen?” he pleads, rubbing his temples.
“Sorry. You go ahead. Explain.” Her legs are still shaking from the horror. And then the
excitement. “Explain.”
“Thank you. I was asked to appear on a TV show to have a profile filmed. And it’s a
religious program, so it’s very harmless, nothing bad,” he clarifies. “It’s actually the most
watched Christian-themed talk show based out of Goldmine, Texas. But, long story short, we
need an audience, here, in Anyplace/Anywhere. We need people to be at the church, in the
pews when we’re filming. And, well, since I knew the two of us were friendly, I just thought I
could borrow your people for a few hours. And they’ll be on TV! They’ll be so excited for this.”
Just like his old pad pitches…not too good. Goldmine was a singular experience.
Welcome back is right.
“Um, it sounds bizarre. My people?” she asks, frowning. “What’s the show about?”
“It’s about redemption,” he replies, the floorboards creaking just above his head. And
he imagines that an old man is right over him, getting up in the middle of the night to use the
bathroom. Or maybe it’s a spirit.
“Why are you on it?”
“I’m the pastor. And that’s another long story. Anyway, it’s a great opportunity for this
place,” he says, replenishing her nearly full glass. “Hey, you can even advertise! I could wear a
button or you could make a little sign.”
What an incentive.
“You’re a pastor…and a salesman, too?” she says, eyeing him. “I don’t know about this.”
You’re losing her, Joel. Forcing a smile, he finally takes a seat next to Irene on the bed,
throwing his arm over her shoulder. First base. “C’mon, I thought we were friendly! I thought I
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could count on you to help me. And it is just a church…we’re not taking them to prison!” And
before he knows it, his social space is suddenly non-existent; she snuggles up against him, the
tube of chapstick rolling off the nightstand and hitting the floor. “Call it a field trip,” he gulps.
“Well…” Irene swirls her wine glass, her other arm reaching around his waist, the cheap
booze rimming the edges of the cup. He trembles as her leg caresses his own. “They might
actually be excited about this. Who doesn’t want to be on TV?” she decides, placing her hand
on Joel’s knee.
Okay, that was easy. Maybe these air fresheners are toxic. Or maybe she’s just really,
really lonely. Joel could be a murder, for all she knows.
“Exactly!” he cries, his voice squeaking. The pressure of her weight feels immovable, like
he could be crushed beneath this older woman. “And speaking of them being excited, is there
any way to get them more, you know, animated?”
“Joel, they’re old.”
She leans in and brushes her lips against his neck, shivering his spine. The smell of her
chapstick blends together with the raspberry air-fresheners, a chemical reaction taking place
before his senses. “I realize that, but I want there to be plenty of energy for the cameras,” he
continues, attempting to breath through his ears. “All of this is possible for you to sort out,
right? Can you think it over?”
“…I’ll see what I can accomplish. When’s the show?” she asks, twirling her ponytail
around his ear.
“…tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow!” Irene sits up straight, nearly sending him to the floor. “I can’t get this
organized by tomorrow! Who do you think I am?” she fumes.
“What’s there to organize? You guys have a bus here; I saw it in on my way in, the big
white one. It’s for transportation, no? Why can’t you use that? I know you have, like,
sightseeing tours or whatever, so load ‘em in, and you’re on your way,” he offers, attempting to
sound sensible. A stretch, for him.
“It’s not that simple! Believe me, I really want to help you, I do, but they have to sign
waivers and…do you realize I could be sued if anybody gets hurt? And what happens if…”
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Going for broke, Joel shuts his eyes so tight that he gives himself a migraine, and he
rushes in for a kiss: it’s a long, stifling, awkward embrace, plugging up her rational objections.
Very romantic. Though this is the first time we’ve seen him kiss someone, so this may be the
most romantic thing he’s done recently.
After holding it for, what he thinks, is a sufficient amount of time, he stops for air.
“Whatever, I’ll figure it out,” she whispers in his ear, drawing him close by his lapel.
“Hey, let’s drink some more first!” he suggests, screeching on the brakes, yanking his
body away to reach for the wine bottle. Strangely positioned with her on his lap, he fills her cup
to the brim, so it’s spilling out over the sides. “And, actually, I think I’d like to hear a bit more
about you, because I don’t know a thing, and that’s not right,” he gushes. “Especially now that
you’re helping me like this.”
Now, why would he want to do a thing like that?
“Really?” she squawks. “I kind of want to just…”
“Have you always lived in Anyplace/Anywhere?” he asks, stalling for his dear life.
An odd expression on her side-burned face, she eventually shrugs, not seeing how a
little conversation could hurt any. Poor woman. And she nuzzles his neck again before she
speaks. “Well, if you want. Uh, the answer to that question is, no, I was actually born in Seattle,
and I hardly remember it. We moved here when I was just…”
Joel nods intently, knowing that if he keeps asking the right questions, and pouring
wine, she’ll be asleep soon. The ol’ time travel maneuver. Though, normally, predators don’t do
this to not have sex with women. But our man has always been unique. After she wakes up, he
can tell her that anything happened while she was out. Anything she wants to hear, that is. And
he smiles at how smoothly it’s working. However, it should come as no surprise that someone
as lonely as Irene would love to talk about herself.
“…and that’s why we came here, originally. To Anyplace/Anywhere.”
“Was it a nice childhood? Did your parents like it here?”
“Oh, Lord, no,” Irene laughs. She tilts her head back for another sip, and Joel’s content
to sit back and let her finish what he started. He takes a mighty pretend gulp from his glass. “My
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mother hated the place…but, then again, we never did agree on anything,” she confesses,
grimacing.
“You and your mother? Really? Why not?”
*

*

*

Two excruciatingly long hours have passed, but Irene finally lays unconscious on the
bed, an empty wine bottle deposited near her head. Shrouded in the low light, Joel carefully
undresses her, disheveling her hair, meticulously setting the scene. In another life, he might
have been a set designer. The dull sheets are crumpled between the wall and the bed, as if they
had been kicked there during a passionate embrace. Both of their glasses are empty, knocked
over onto the floor. Joel poured his out in the bathroom sink.
“That’s believable,” he whispers, gazing at his work: a realistic landscape of a mutual
moment of weakness. He drops his pants to his ankles, but leaves everything else on, including
his shoes and socks. Strange choice. With exposed white underwear, arms folded, he waits
patiently by the side of the bed. He considers the remainder of his tasks for the night, checking
his watch. He hopes Spatz is ready for him, and that the church is nearly complete; but, really,
he isn’t so worried about all that. Despite his truly monstrous faults, the boss is extraordinarily
reliable when money’s at stake.
“Making good time, good time,” he says, leaning over to check. Irene dozes peacefully,
no signs of stirring. Sighing by her bedside, he listens to the creaks and groans of the retirement
home. And he frightens himself when he thinks he hears his own name spoken from a
floorboard on the second floor, somewhere near his uncle’s old place. Whispered down to him
through the home. “Oookay, that’s long enough,” he decides, nudging her shoulder…gently, at
first, but harder and harder until she comes to.
And Irene slowly awakes to a pant-less Joel standing oddly in the center of the room,
gazing down at her with an edgy look on his face. Ta-da. She watches him for a moment, piecing
everything together. “Did we…?” she asks, hoarse, lifting her head from the pillow.
“Yes, I think so,” he nods, gravely. Like he’s delivering test results.
“I can’t believe we did that,” she croaks.
“Me either. I’ve never done anything like this before.”
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Irene picks up the wine bottle from beside her head, flopping her face into the pillow
when she sees that it’s empty. “Look…we were both really drunk, and I just…I just couldn’t
control myself. I don’t know what I was thinking. I was out of control,” he explains, including
every clichéd, post-coital bit of reasoning he can recollect. As with all things intimate, he
doesn’t have much real life experience with this.
“Yeah…we were pretty bad, weren’t we?” she muses, biting her nails. Smirking. She
curls up beneath her covers. Our man had been betting on this. After all, she did offer to tie him
up several days ago.
“Oh, very bad,” he concurs.
“What am I doing? This isn’t like me.”
“I know, this is crazy. It all happened so fast.”
He’s not sure how long he’s supposed to go on being astonished. Having unloaded the
last of his pretend amazement, they stare blankly at one another. He can’t think of a single,
polite way to conclude this exchange. So, he tells the truth. “…I actually have to go now,
though. I’ve gotta help set up at the church, for the morning.”
“Oh, you just run when it gets heavy?” she snaps, yanking her covers up to her chin. “Is
that the kind of person you are?”
“Uh, well, no. I’m sort of an outsider, you know? I don’t want to get tied down. I need
my freedom,” Joel replies, quoting a popular car commercial. “But I do hope this doesn’t
complicate tomorrow’s events, with the field trip,” he adds. “I’ll see you there? With the folks?
We aren’t gonna let all this get in the way of our arrangement, right?”
“…yeah,” Irene grins. She snuggles into her comforter. If he wasn’t backtracking into
heinousness, this ruse would be somewhat impressive. He sharpened himself down there in
Goldmine.
Eager to depart now that he knows his congregation is secured, Joel lifts up his pants.
“Remember, lots of energy. See if you can give them a pep talk or something,” he says, hurrying
around the room, collecting the wine glasses and placing them neatly on her end table.
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“Okay, but what about this? What was that? Do you think…?” Irene looks down at her
pillow, the lamplight pooling in the sad wrinkles around her eyes, her frizzy hair permed from
Joel’s handiwork.
“I guess we’ll just have to see how tomorrow goes,” he shrugs. “Who knows what’ll
happen after that?”
Cruel, Joel. Following his painfully vague assertion, a new fire lights up in her half-smile,
a new desire to please him for some elusive romantic reward. For more drama and excitement.
“You never told me where the church is. And what it is called?” She searches through the
drawer of her nightstand for something to write with. “I wouldn’t want to just hear it and then
forget! Wouldn’t that be terrible?” she asks, wildly exceeding his expectations.
“The Church of the Sacred Bleeding Mary,” he mumbles.
There’s something in her sudden cooperation that worries him, something leaning
towards manic. But, like an idiot, he disregards his strange feeling, merely happy, for the
moment, that he has her on board. He doesn’t have time for premonitions, not when the
filming is tomorrow, and not when he needs her help. Without the elderly, he’s got no
congregation. Some corner he’s painted.
“Really? I’ve never heard of it,” she says, scratching her head with the pen. “That’s in
Anyplace/Anywhere? Is it Roman Cath-”
“It’s Baptist,” Joel answers, curtly. “I really have to get going, though. And you probably
have to get up in a few hours,” he insists, pushing her to the mattress. He smoothes out the
wrinkles in the comforter, the ones only she made, and tucks her in. “You should try that bus
idea I had for the old folks. I don’t know how else you could get them all there, short of a single
file line. At any rate, I’ll call and give you the directions in the morning. The number for this
place can go through to your room, no?”
She nods, and Joel lifelessly pats the top of her frizzy head, shutting out the light as he
makes a beeline for the door. “Wait…” she calls. He turns, one foot already out. “You don’t
know?”
“Don’t know what?”
“The directions.”
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He thinks about why this could be, any reason other than the truth, which is that he
really doesn’t know where the church is yet. Only the boss has the answer. And getting into all
that with Irene is completely out of the question. “Hey, give me a break; my head’s still
swimming from the wine. And the…sex. Isn’t yours?”
Good cover.
“Don’t worry, though, I’ll be sharper when I see you tomorrow,” he promises, tapping
his temple. Shutting her door behind him, he leaves Irene dreamily, obsessively, pining under
her covers. Brewing.
And now he has an audience, whatever the consequences.
He hurries away from the retirement home, jogging ahead toward Anyplace/Anywhere
Carpentry. Gray fangs await him.
Chapter Fifteen/A Leftish Church
…in which our villain begins skipping toward Hell…and the Church of the Sacred Bleeding
Mary receives a paintjob…
Waiting for a drunken Irene to pass out was strenuous; he’s heard more than he cares
to about the joys and burdens of geriatric care. And she could use a good shave. But since his
taxi left with no pay phone in sight, Joel was forced to walk the three miles back across town to
Spatz’s workshop, all the way from the Elsewhere County retirement home. There really is no
rest for the wicked.
He feels the hour of the night now in his legs and knees. Fumbling forward, his lids are
heavy, but the thought of failing drives him on. What choice does he have? For our man, failure
means severance from Sky Talk, Priestcraft pointing a finger, and then a long, unhappy life in
prison. So, he’s a trooper, when he needs to be.
The moon is high when he arrives at Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry, the familiar smell of
sawdust hanging in the air, that recognizable itch in his lungs. Nighttime at this place always
gave him the shivers: the desolate cabin made out of wood so worn and knotty that it seems
like it sprouted up out of the ground. It isn’t like he never expected to see it again; it’s just a
shock to his system after all he’s been through. Even on the brink of achieving untold levels of
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spiritual dishonesty, events that are now in the hands of a producer far more skilled at getting
what he wants than anyone Joel’s ever known, the boss is still frightening.
He hears the old table saw grinding inside, cleaving away; breathing in through his nose,
Joel bangs on the door. The prodigal son has returned. Even though he was kicked out in the
first place.
Wiping the grit from his hands, Spatz appears, a whoosh of dust rushing past his
shoulders as he whips open the screen door.
“Hi…well, I can’t say it’s good to see you. I don’t expect you to explain yourself.”
“I won’t,” Spatz grunts, inspecting his former employee. Looking for any old
weaknesses, any new strengths. Joel’s flattered, and he’s glad Spatz can’t see his knees shaking
underneath his slacks. If Spatz only knew how less dangerous his student has become...
“Is it done?” Joel asks, afraid of what might happen if the answer is no.
“Come,” the boss barks. “We’ll take the convertible.”
“Oh, it’s so kind of you to offer me a ride.”
*

*

*

They drive in silence. Joel turns on the radio. Spatz turns it off.
“Why are we so far into the woods?”
The boss says nothing. The small amount of civilization that exists in
Anyplace/Anywhere starts to disappear behind them, as the red convertible heads deeper into
the darkness. The dirt path they’re on is getting smaller and smaller, the trees closing in around
the car. This isn’t so far from the railroad tracks, that eventful little spot. These woods are a
good hiding place. A nice, out of the way burial ground for all the sordid mess that they kick up
in Anyplace/Anywhere.
And Joel may need to defend himself shortly.
Who knows if the boss really built the church? Maybe he’s just getting rid of evidence
now. He watches Spatz’s hands gripping the wheel: powerful, bestial veins bulging near his
wrists. Joel reaches beneath the seat and grabs hold of the only weapon he currently has at his
disposal: a rolled up road atlas. The boss notices, and glares at him, before turning back to the
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road. It continues like this for some time, with Spatz watching the passing scenery and Joel
squeezing a directional tool.
“Here,” Spatz murmurs, gesturing up ahead.
And so it is.
The Church of the Sacred Bleeding Mary stands tall in the woods, its unpainted, unsanded pine peaking just above the trees: the unpolished framework of their makeshift house
of worship. Horrific. It looks as pale as flesh without any paint, the bruises and knots of the
wood exposed to the naked eye. Some dangling Christmas lights serve as the only interruption
of the building’s starkness…Christmas lights that are, presumably, the primary light source.
Something about it is just plain shocking, the way it rears its head over the wilderness. Joel
didn’t think it would be so terrifying. Wonder if he would’ve found it as alarming a week ago,
before Sweetie or Uncle Richie.
As the car approaches, Joel spots a pair of teenagers toiling inside. Spatz…always with
the cheap pubescent labor. He could join the PTA of this school district. The two young boys are
drenched in sweat, their smooth faces shining in the Christmas lighting, their white t-shirts
covered in wood shavings. Spatz pulls the convertible up to the front of the structure. And the
teenagers stop what they’re doing, peering into the car.
“And why did you put it out in the middle of nowhere?” Joel whines. “There are trees
everywhere! And squirrels, and deer and shit! How are we supposed to bring a congregation
out here?”
“You want a church to sprout up on Main Street?”
“Sorry…good call.”
“It’s finished,” Spatz grumbles, shutting the car off.
Joel steps out and takes a good look at the fictional establishment that, up until this
moment, existed only in his brain. Though the thin wood makes it seem skeletal, it looks like a
decent-sized room from the outside. Like a colonial town hall. A single room school house.
Priestcraft could probably make do with this, even if it is a little bare. Joel walks closer, running
his hand along the outside of the structure, the wood feeling jagged, like it might splinter off
into his hand. His white haired flock will be flowing through the entrance, a door-sized space at
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the front, and filling each pew inside. Waiting for him to begin his sermon. His marks will be
brought to him for a change.
And let’s not forget that Sweetie will also be attending, witnessing the next step of a,
possibly, long and fruitful relationship between Joel and Priestcraft. If there’s one Goldmine,
there could be many more. Turn the whole country into a Goldmine, if that’s at all possible.
They’ll find out. With Sky Talk’s backing, Joel’s not a laugh anymore. And it was her that first
introduced them. Could be something she’ll regret. Judging from her train conversation, she’s
only now realizing what her father can do with a hopeless, shapeless young man.
Stepping back from his church, Joel blinks, tilting his head to the side. Something
seems…amiss.
“Um, Spatz, it’s a little left. The whole thing is kind of leaning…leftish.”
“You gave me two days. It’s finished.”
“And what’s with all the Christmas lights?” Joel points to the glowing icicles and the
merry red and green bulbs, decorating both the inside and outside of the church. “It looks like a
giant lawn manger.”
“Wasn’t enough time for much electrical work. It was all we had in the shed,” Spatz
explains, running his hand along his jaw. “Left over from the Santa Claus job. Figured they’re
Christian lights, anyway. Connected them to a little generator.”
The happy colors flash vibrantly onto the two men, an odd sight with no snow on the
ground and a humid heaviness in the air, not to mention the dour expressions of the adolescent
workers inside. “Well, do they have to blink on and off like this?” Joel asks, shielding himself
from the brightness, the glow lighting up the forest.
“Yes. We can’t get them to stop,” the boss shrugs. “It’s no use.”
“Good, I’m glad I trusted a professional.”
“You know, I should’ve killed you for that foul up with the train. So, what’s stopping me
now?”
“Gee, well, I haven’t paid you yet, so that might be a good incentive,” Joel snorts,
surprising himself. “Look, I’m not intimidated by you anymore. I’m an important man now.
More important than you’ll ever be.”
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“Yeah?”
Spatz grins. And he unveils the teeth, as bright as the church’s lighting, throwing dark
shadows into the creases of his face. The human jack-o-lantern. It’s been a while. “You’re out
here in the middle of the night doing business with me, so you haven’t come that far,” the boss
sneers. And he closes his lips. Joel shuts up.
“This is as good as we’re gonna get it!” shouts one of the disheveled teenagers, jogging
over to Spatz with a ball-peen hammer in his hand. “There’s nothing else left, besides the
paintjob.”
“It’ll have to do,” Joel huffs, watching the boy run back inside. “Hey, just out of curiosity,
have you told these guys what we’re trying to accomplish here?”
Spatz glowers at the young helpers, the two teenagers sanding the edges of the
entrance. “They know enough to get the job done. Enough to keep their mouths shut about it,
too.”
Joel doesn’t doubt that.
“Maybe they can stay and lend a hand tomorrow,” Joel suggests. The thought of having
a couple of trusty aids cheers him. Especially if his congregation is going to consist of grandmas
and grandpas.
“I don’t know. Work it out with them. They’re into negotiating. And they’re only paid to
work through the night.” The boss yawns, uncharacteristically vulnerable, and he stomps back
to the convertible. “You’ll be leading them from here on out.” Hoisting his bulky frame over the
back door, he climbs into the backseat of his newly acquired automobile and lies down. “Paint
cans are in the trunk. I’ll leave you boys to it.”
Lovable, really.
Peeking his head into his newly-made structure, Joel finds ten rows of misshapen
wooden pews leading up to a misshapen wooden podium: a warped and off-center end
product. Sparse as a Calvinist church. One giant, tilted room. Wonder how Sweetie will react to
this level of ungodliness.
The adolescents freeze when Joel walks in, eyeing him as he kicks the sides of the place,
causing the wood to creek and groan. “Okay, that’s not a good sign, guys.” They say nothing,
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their faces hanging with fatigue. Yawning from the mere sight of them, and knowing that he
himself is about to work through the night, Joel takes off his suit jacket rolls up his sleeves. He
kneels and surveys, scanning each deformed, bare wall of his establishment. “Fine. So, we have
to paint it white. Baptist churches are white, right?” he asks, consulting one of his young
workers.
“Who the hell are you?” the teenager coughs, dust spraying from his lungs.
“I’m the pastor of this church. Nice to meet you.”
“Huh. You must be a real asshole working with somebody like him.” They all look to the
convertible outside, to the slumbering beast snoring in the backseat.
“Hey, you are, too.”
“I’m still in high school and I need money. I’ve got nothing, no way to get out of
Anyplace/Anywhere…what’s your excuse?” the boy asks. Both teenagers have their hands
locked on their hips, their angry little faces dripping.
“Touché, my friend. Well…all right!” Joel claps. “Let’s paint this sucker!”
*

*

*

Our man and his team of bleary-eyed adolescents sit on the grass outside their work,
the nearly completed church, watching the last coat of virgin white paint set into the wood. The
sun isn’t out yet, but Joel can tell that it’s the morning, the way everything in the woods seems
to be waking up around him. His preparations are all but finished: the purchase of a
congregation, albeit a geriatric one, and the completion of a church, albeit a barely standing
one, both seem like achievements he invented in his mind. But, he’s done it, the crafty bastard.
He examines the paint underneath his fingernails. Anyplace/Anywhere still sleeps, several miles
through the woods, unaware of its new Protestant institution. He wonders if Sweetie’s
comfortable in her motel bed.
“Good job, boys. It’s not half bad,” Joel admits. “It’s certainly not good, but beggars
can’t be choosers, am I right?” Leaning over to them, Joel attempts to congratulate his workers
with high-fives, but their expressions droop, unenthused. The Christmas ornaments continue to
pulse festive lighting onto the three of them. Behind them, Spatz slumbers deeply in Joel’s
convertible, growling like a bear in the midst of some violent, mindless dream.
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“Are we done?” asks a teenager, trying to get to his feet, but stumbling. “Kevin has a
test tomorrow, and my mom will kill us all if she finds out I’ve been missing the whole night.”
“Well, actually, we’re not quite finished. Who wrote the sign?”
“Me,” Kevin squeaks, raising his arm limply. Red bangs hang low across his face, but his
blue eyes pierce through the hair. “But Petey helped a little,” the boy adds, sensing a
reprimanding. Petey sighs, clearly the more sensible one of the two, his sharp crew-cut and
long eyelashes sprinkled with dust.
Joel points to the messy handwriting over the entrance, painted almost illegibly. Almost.
“How come it says The Church of the Sacred Bleating Mary?” he asks, patiently.
“That’s what you told me to put!” Kevin argues.
“Right. Actually, it’s bleeding. As in, ‘Ouch, my eye is bleeding from looking at this sign,’”
Joel explains. “A sheep would be bleating.”
“Why would a sheep be bleeding?” Kevin asks, brushing the hair out of his eyes. “A dead
sheep?”
“You’re right…you boys miss too much school. Do we have any paint left?”
“Nope,” Petey shrugs. “The last of it’s on there.”
Joel rises from the grass, drained from dealing with them, especially Kevin, the
obnoxiously ginger one. He wonders if he was anything like these kids at their age, with this
silliness. He can’t remember. But with his old position at the shop currently open, Spatz might
be looking to fill Joel’s old role. Staring at Petey’s smooth face, dark circles around the boy’s
eyes, Joel thinks of how long it will take for the boy to transform into something
unrecognizable, until all that remains is the smoothness of his cheeks. It makes him angry. And
it should.
The sun starts to break just above their church’s single, crooked spire: it is, officially, the
big day.
“Hey, how would you like to be altar boys?” Joel asks. “Help me out today?”
“Pastor, aren’t altar boys only in Catholic churches?” Petey notes, politely.
“…There has to be an equivalent. Like, Junior Lord Worshipper or something. You’ll be
that. Just stay and help.”
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“What for?” Kevin spits, his red bangs shimmering in the morning sun. “We’ve got
classes to go to, remember? Because we’re so stupid.”
“Well, that was really directed more at you. Petey here’s pretty bright. Look, I’ll give
you…” Actually, Joel has nothing left to give anybody, with Spatz taking the money from the
interview, not to mention the car. “…Spatz will dole out more cash later today. Whatever it is
you’re making now, double that.”
Guess he’ll deal with that situation when the time comes. He seems to be making a
habit of that. Kevin looks to Petey, and they quickly nod. “Altar boys it is, then. Just swing by
Spatz’s office after and ask for your…”
“What? I heard my name,” the boss croaks, lifting his head out of the backseat, the
convertible parked several yards away. Good hearing, for a guy who exclusively works with
saws. “Are you almost through?”
“Yeah!” Joel hollers. “The boys just decided to stay longer, but I need to make some
phone calls. Can you give me a ride to a payphone?”
“Uh, a payphone? Does anybody still use those?” Kevin laughs. “How do you not have a
cell?”
“I’ve always been better face to face. Why, you have one? Can I use it?”
“Don’t run up my minutes. I’ve got a family plan.”
“They’ll be fast, trust me,” Joel nods, grabbing the tiny cell. “I wouldn’t want it any other
way. Okay now, shoo. I want privacy. Go play in the woods or something.” Joel flicks his wrist in
the general direction of the surrounding forest as he dials up the retirement home. Hopefully,
someone is waiting.
“Fuck off,” the boy mouths.
“Shhh, hello, Irene?” Joel asks, pressing the phone against his ear.
Things seem to be piling up on him. His face is sweaty.
“Joel! I was getting worried you wouldn’t call!” Irene shrieks.
“Ouch. Well, it is the morning. I don’t know how much earlier I could have...”
“I already told them about the ‘field trip,’ so that would’ve been awful!” she continues,
rattling his plastic receiver. Someone seems frenzied. Pained, Joel holds the cell phone at arm’s
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length, gripping the side of his head. His odd premonition appears to be manifesting itself. Plan
may have worked a little too well. Our man, the master seducer.
“So, about last night-”
“Say!” Joel shouts back. “I wanted to give you those directions real quick! And it’s kind
of in the woods, so you have to pay close attention. You’re gonna…”
While explaining, Joel notices a fat squirrel gnawing on the side of his church, chips of
wood sprinkling to the ground. He whistles for the boys’ attention, motioning for them to get
the animal down. Running over, Kevin and Petey clap and yell, jumping up to scare the furry guy
away. The squirrel looks unperturbed. Eventually, taking care of business, Spatz lumbers over,
tossing a rock that hits the animal squarely in the face, the creature dropping and thudding to
the ground. These are your people, Joel. Kevin and Petey’s mouths hang open at the boss’s
cold-bloodedness. Clearly, they haven’t been working with Spatz for very long.
“Sounds good!” Irene cackles on. “We’ll be there in a bit. Can’t wait to see the show! I’m
very curious about the whole thing! Oh, and I think I may have fixed our ‘energy’ problem.”
“Yeah? How’s that? Low-grade speed?”
“No! Ha! You’re funny! I told them Tony Bennett might be showing up!” she bursts, as if
she’s been waiting to explode this fantastic idea since she thought of it.
“Really? That did it?”
“Yeah! I said there’s a ‘chance’ he’ll be making an appearance at the end of the
program! They’ve been buzzing about it all morning! Do I know my job, or what?” she giggles.
“Someone got so excited she had to be put to bed!”
“Wonderful! But, uh, they’re gonna be a little puzzled when they get to a church,
though.” Joel stares at the rickety structure in front of him, envisioning the renowned singer
standing inside. “That’s surreal.”
“What, Tony Bennett isn’t religious?”
“Well, I don’t know. Won’t they be expecting a nightclub? It’ll be confusing.”
Hearing a faint uproar, Joel turns to find Kevin and Petey shoving one another in the
distance. Glad to see them occupied, he looks over to Spatz now. Not as encouraging. The boss
is perched on the hood of the convertible, tapping his watch and hissing the word “money.”
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“I said it’s like a variety show,” Irene explains, a horn beeping behind her voice. “With
many acts. They don’t seem to care about religion. They didn’t when you came. Plus, when are
they not confused?”
“Well, I probably don’t have to say this, but there’s no singer of any kind.”
“So you can just wrap up the show fast. They think it’s happening at the end. And I’ll
make it up to them. Extra gaming hours, or whatever. After all, I have to do my friend this favor,
right?”
Danger, again. But her resourcefulness is impressive. She’s really thrown herself into
this, and he begins to thank her, until: “The bus is leaving in an hour!” she screams. “Why aren’t
you wearing shoes!”
Joel winces. “Are you talking to me?”
“No, it’s just-what did I say! Listen, Joel, about the other night…”
“You’re coming on the bus, I hear? That was my idea. Good,” he says, steering the
conversation from romance. “Hey, I’ve gotta run. Let’s talk about last night, um, tomorrow,
after all this is over.”
When the time comes…
“Sure, whatever’s easier for you. It’s just-”
“See you soon! Uh, Kevin! Do I press the button that says ‘end’?”
“No, you toggle the joystick!” the boy yells from inside the church.
“I don’t see it!
They crack up at him, doubled over. “Hit end!”
The boss just glares.
Joel dials up once more, asking for Priestcraft’s room at Anyplace/Anywhere’s motel.
“Almost through with the groundwork, Spatz, almost through!” Hectic morning. It’s a pain, with
this crack team he’s assembled. But he doesn’t feel tired, even though he worked through the
night. It’s beginning to remind him of his old single-mindedness, how undistracted he used to
be. Before someone had to come along and ruin that.
“…Priestcraft, are you there? Hello?”
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He can hear heavy breathing from the other end of the line. The producer’s taking his
sweet time to answer. Joel squeezes his fist, digging his fingernails into the palm of his hand.
After several excruciating seconds, Priestcraft clears his throat, determined to let him know
who’s in control with every second-killing gesture. “Priestcraft? Hello?”
“Ah, there he is,” the man exhales.
“I did it,” Joel grunts. “It’s done. I’ve got everything, and it isn’t perfect, but it’s what we
need. There’ll be asses in the seats, and the church is actually standing, so….”
As he talks, his face begins to feel raw, irritated at the sound of Priestcraft’s voice. And
his own spinelessness and surrender. It’s a familiar burn, one that previously came with a rash,
but he resists the urge to panic. A hideous skin reaction wouldn’t look so good in front of a
camera. “…bring the crew here, to the middle of the woods, near the Elsewhere County
Reservoir, and you’ll get your show. Ask the desk clerk to point you in the right direction.”
“I knew you’d come through for me,” the producer sighs, his voice taking on a sweeter,
nurturing quality. “Hey, I’m sorry for the way I behaved before, it’s just that I hate to see
potential go to waste, you know?”
“I know, I know.” Joel grinds his teeth, his cheeks tingling. “Could you do me a favor,
though? I don’t want Sweetie around to see any of this…the apology, the confession, the arrest,
none of it. Could you do that for me? I know it sounds strange, but please?”
Asking causes Joel’s face to burn hotter.
“Of course. Anything for my star,” Priestcraft insists, likely pushing his glasses up his
nose, as he so often does when he’s watching something squirm. “Now, I won’t be bringing the
police with me, I think they should arrive towards the end, right? So, I’ll call them midway
through, let them know that a confession is about to take place.” Joel rubs at his forehead with
the back of his hand, pushing his knuckles in. “Oh, they’ll just pull you off! Won’t that be
something? It’ll look so fearless! We’ll run it over and over in the coming weeks, really imprint it
in people’s brains. By the time you’re out of your cell, you’ll be the poster boy for moral
duty…down in Goldmine, anyway. Do you know the precinct’s number, offhand?”
“No.”
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Joel snaps the phone closed and tosses it back to Kevin. “See? That was like ten
minutes.”
But the boss is already storming over, past the kids; he opens up his palm and thrusts it
under Joel’s nose. “Right, I didn’t forget about you. You’d be a pretty large altar boy,” Joel
reasons, emptying his pockets. And he grabs hold of that Sky Talk money. As he reviews the cut,
remembering how he acquired it in the first place, he feels Spatz examining him.
“Say, you’ve got that stuff on your mug again.”
“Eww, yeah, what’s all over his fa…?” Kevin blurts, before being hushed by Petey.
The boss continues. “It’s all inflamed. Like the night…”
“Really?” Joel interrupts. “I don’t feel a thing.” He promptly hands over the four
hundred from his Sky Talk interview, coupled with the two hundred in “donations” he collected
from his table afterwards. Bye, dirty earnings.
“We’re such a sharp team,” Spatz says, flipping through the wad. Joel watches, holding
his breath, while it all slides deep into the boss’s wallet. He can’t tell if he’s just sad to see it go,
or if he’s come to the conclusion that as long as the money is in either of their possessions,
there really is no difference between the two of them. And there never would have been in the
eyes of their victims.
The biggest mental leap our man’s taken yet. A little late, though.
“I don’t know if we’ll ever stop working with one another,” the boss adds.
“Me either.”
Joel catches his reflection in the smooth red paint of the car, the very first piece of
property he could call his own. And they look on as Spatz plops into the convertible, tossing a
motivational tape out the window, accelerating off around the woods. Kevin and Petey, seeing
the misery in Joel’s eyes, exchange a surprised glance.
“You kids make sure you live your own lives,” Joel sighs, the old rash beginning to swell
on his cheeks. The boys smile up at him, sympathetically, and Kevin even holds his tongue.
“Well…so, now. Let’s get ready for my flock.”
Chapter Sixteen/The Serpentine Problem
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…in which our villain welcomes his decrepit congregation…in addition to a grouchy visitor from
the wilderness…
If one has been redeemed these days, how can you tell? In the absence of a dancing
Holy Spirit or a talking fern, what do you look for?
One by one, the old folks hobble out of the bus doors, Irene and Joel standing on either
side of the steps, helping them down to the soft grass. As they arrive on the land, the feeble,
unknowing congregation fire out questions to no one in particular, barely waiting for an answer
before another question is asked.
“Why are we in the woods?”
“Where’s Mr. Bennett?”
“Christmas decorations? Is it here again? But it’s so warm!”
“I have to go to the bathroom!”
“Easy, guys, easy!” Irene begs, clapping her hands. Her face is all creased, like she hasn’t
slept since her non-existent night of passion. Surprisingly, her faint sideburns have been
shaved, prompted, perhaps, by the promise of another rendezvous. “I’m sure the show’s
starting any minute now, and we’ll head in as soon as we can…Mr. Colson here will show us the
way.”
The questions dwindle as she calms them, and the group emits a low-level, zombie-like
growl, restless from the commute and aimlessly scattered about the grass. A herd wearing
flannel and unisex beige pants pulled up to their torsos. And Irene turns to smile at Joel, staring
into his eyes, making him extraordinarily uncomfortable. She clearly wishes to talk to him
further about their “connection,” made obvious in the way she shoots her head up when he
speaks, waiting for him to refer to their special evening. Oh, Joel, you cad.
“What’d you say this is supposed to be again?” he whispers, as she sidles up next to
him. “A variety show?” Irene nods proudly. “But you didn’t say anything about the religious
aspects?”
She shrugs, gesturing to the silver-haired patronage. “I don’t think it would have gotten
them out the door.”
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“Boys!” Joel yells. “Can you come out here and form a line?” Kevin and Petey shuffle
from the church, where they’d previously been napping, the all-nighter they pulled weighing
down on their backs. “When the cameras get here, they need a shot of everyone on their way
in, so, if you can, let’s have some order while we’re all waiting out here!”
They deserve scholarships. The Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry Spiritual Fraud Fund.
Helping down the last few members of the home, Joel senses Irene staring at his rash,
and he anticipates the irritating, inevitable question: “So, I don’t mean to be rude, but what
happened to your…”
“It’s my nerves. A nervous reaction. It’s just the show. It’s making me a little stressed.”
Very true.
“It looks bad. You should get that looked at.”
“Yes, I will, thank you.
An old man stops in front of him on the way off the bus, the last passenger of this
touchy community; he grabs Joel’s shoulders and peers into his face, his white nose hairs curled
up around his nostrils. “Hey! Aren’t you the one who came to sell us special padding?” he asks,
spitting into Joel’s face. Joel stiffens in his embrace, startled by the intoxicating aroma of shoepolish and cologne. “The one…“
“No, you’re mistaken, sir,” Joel whispers, gently brushing him off. “That was somebody
else.”
“Oh.”
Awkwardly stationed in their paint-covered street clothes, Kevin and Petey stand at the
front of the leaning building, grinning pleasantly at each member of the retirement community
and forming them into an orderly row outside the dry, white church. They’re indispensable,
really. Too bad they’re accomplices.
“Bless you,” Kevin says, helping a liver-spotted woman join the back of the line.
She scowls at him, slapping his hand away. “Bless me? What are you going on about?”
she screeches. “Tell me though, have you seen him yet?”
Kevin continues smiling. “Who?”
“Who do you think?” she yelps. “Tony Bennett.”
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“Who?”
Overhearing the conversation, Joel runs up behind them, smoothing out any geriatric
disturbances. Master of ceremonies. “Yes, he’ll be around towards the end of the program!
Doesn’t show his face until he’s onstage! Hell of a showman, that guy!” Joel turns to address
the entire line now. “Ladies and gentlemen, thanks for coming out and thanks for all of your
patience. We’ll be bringing you into the…performance area in just a second! We’re currently
waiting for our cameras to arrive! Irene, could you please take a head count before we bring
our audience in?”
She gives him an enthusiastic thumbs up. “Sure, darling.” He shivers.
While she begins the count, Kevin tugs at Joel’s sleeve, taking him aside. “Is Tony
Bennett the other person you’re waiting for?” he asks, leaving Petey alone to watch the
entrance.
“No, definitely not,” Joel sighs, lifelessly patting the boy’s red hair. “The guy we’re
waiting for is Priestcraft. And now that I’ve got you here, could you and Petey just cool it with
the religious stuff? No more ‘bless you’ or anything like that. It’ll just make things more
confusing for them. Talk about it as if it’s more of a variety show, as opposed to a religious
spectacle.”
“Oh, okay.” Kevin thinks on this. “Well, isn’t it supposed to be a church? I mean, it
says…”
Joel waves his arms. “It doesn’t matter what it says. Just do what I say. All that stuff’s for
the cameras. And if someone asks about Tony Bennett, say something about his wonderful
voice.”
“Uh, right.”
“When the camera’s get here, then you can act more like altar boys…the cameras,” Joel
mutters, looking Kevin up and down, examining his spattered clothing. “…oh, you’re not
dressed for this!”
“Yup. You hadn’t noticed?” Kevin grins.
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“Irene! Irene!” Just finishing up her head count, the retirement home director hurries
over, sensitive to Joel’s every call. “Irene, did anybody bring blankets with them on the bus? Or
robes? Or, worst case scenario, shawls?”
“We aren’t monks,” Kevin argues. “Why do we have to wear robes?”
“Kevin, quiet. So do we have them on the bus or not?”
“Is the Pope Catholic?” Irene quips. Joel stares at her. “Yes, darling.”
Running his hands through his sweaty black hair, this news only comforts him slightly.
His eyes keep darting up, expecting to see Priestcraft and his cameramen miraculously
materialized in front of him. Lenses trained at his scorched face, waiting for a confession,
waiting to commemorate the start of a long, infamous partnership. Sweetie left in the dust.
“Okay! Let’s borrow some robes for these guys,” Joel insists, panting. “I want them to look
more official, you know?”
“You don’t have a robe,” Kevin smirks.
“Yeah, but I’ve got a suit on. That’s Pastor-like,” he decides, straightening his awfully
wrank blazer.
“Hey, who are these two kids, anyway?” Irene wonders, eyeing the boy. “Are they
gonna be on the show, too? Are they from Goldmine?”
“No, they’re my helpers. They need to look appropriate.”
“I see,” she nods. “Oh, and I like the Christmas lights, Joel. Is that a theme of the
program? Is it a Christmas special about redemption?”
“No. They’re quite Christian, though, aren’t they?”
He massages the center of his forehead with his thumb. Somebody’s in over his head.
While Irene steps back onto the bus to search for the robes, Joel spies four taxi cabs moving
silently along toward the church, way out past the trees, too far to hear the engine rattle, but
close enough to give him mild heart palpitations. His face thumps with his chest, like the
entirety of his skin is pulsating with the sores. How somatic of him. The vehicles are much too
distant for him to see who’s inside, but nobody else besides the Sky Talk crew would be
traveling this far out in the woods, caravan-style. Here they come.
“Pastor Joel!”
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“Yes, Petey!”
The boy looks troubled at his post in front of the church, standing sole guard before the
entrance, the grumbling line writhing in front of him. “Can you come here, please?” he begs,
looking like a frightened child, especially with his crew cut.
Joel jogs over, mindful of the coming cars. “What is it? We’re gonna move everybody in
soon. And you shouldn’t call me Pastor yet. Wait until the cameras…”
“Something’s making noise in here,” Petey blurts.
“It’s probably just the wood. And that’s nobody’s fault but your own.”
“Right, but I think it’s an animal. I’ve been standing here with my back to the doors, and
I…I think I heard hissing.”
Petey seems sincere, and he is the more sensible one. Joel turns to make sure the
elderly are all preoccupied with themselves: sure enough, from their line, they’re collectively
complaining to Irene, who’s just handed Kevin a shabby looking bathrobe from a large
compartment on the side of the bus.
“Hissing, huh? Well, we are in the woods, Petey,” Joel says, popping his head into the
church over the boy’s shoulder. He waits, holding his breath…silence. Laughing at himself, he
pulls away to calm Petey’s fears; as he does, a great, long hiss erupts from the center of the
structure, like harsh, reverberating static echoing against the wood. A catcall in his face. Joel
jumps back, bumping Petey out of the way.
“Oh, for Christ’s sake! There’s a snake in this church!”
*

*

*

This is what you get when it takes you two days to build a church in the woods without a
permit. Snakes.
“All right, Petey…I’m going in.”
Before entering, Joel, armed only with a tree branch, wraps one of the boy’s newly
acquired robes around his face to protect his throbbing irritations. Looking back, he gives a
thumbs-up to Irene and Kevin, who continue to calm and distract the elderly…elderly that are,
by now, fairly disgruntled with the wait. He grabs Petey’s shoulder and points to the coming Sky
Talk cabs, likely to be on the spot within minutes. “When those taxies get here, you tell the
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passengers to wait until I get out before letting anybody in,” Joel instructs him. “Tell the guy
named Priestcraft that I’ll be done soon, and we can get started then. He’ll look like the leader.
He’s got big bug-eyes, like a reptile with glasses.”
“Yes, Pastor Joel.”
“Don’t call me that yet, Petey,” Joel reiterates, creeping into the church. “Not until the
cam…”
A piercing hiss interrupts him, sending him several steps back into Petey’s arms. “Man,
that sounds huge! But, uh, good luck, you’ll do fine,” the boy says, patting his shoulder.
“Thank you, Petey. You’re a wonderful altar boy. Much better than Kevin.”
Clutching the branch tightly, Joel enters again, waiving the stick out ahead of him,
uncertain of what he’s actually going to do once he finds the snake. “Okay, bastard. You have to
get out now. We have a show to film,” he whispers. He waits for movement, and hears a slow,
wet dragging noise coming from the front of the room: the sound of reptile scales scraping
against a wooden floor. He thinks of all the snakes he’s ever seen in his life, which is very few.
He can remember a python at the zoo, a cobra at a sideshow…thoughts that do nothing for his
nerves. Attempting to attract its attention, Joel whistles, like one would do for a dog,
immediately recognizing the absurdity of it. The scraping sound continues, the creature still
hidden from view. Frightened, Joel calls out into the empty space, conversational. “C’mon! I’m
so close to being done with this! Can’t you just let me get it over with already?!”
“Sssssss!”
The sound is obnoxious, willful, almost like a stubborn response to his plea. And, in his
frazzled state, Joel takes it as such.
“Well…it isn’t what I want to do anymore, either,” he argues. “But I’ve got no choice.”
“Sssssss!”
“Okay, that’s not true,” he backpedals. “I’ve got a choice. It’s just that…I’m gonna lose
her anyway! And without Priestcraft’s lawyers, I’m screwed!” As he speaks, he advances to the
front of the building, scouring each crooked pew as he passes, noticing the exposed nails and
the splintered wood. “And if I’m gonna go to jail, I might as well get something out of…”
“Sssssss!”
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“…of course I don’t want to be on my own anymore!” he shouts. “You don’t think I’ve
realized that, you little shit! Do you think I’m happy now!”
“Sssssss!”
“Shut up! Shut up!” Joel shrieks, tossing his tree branch at the podium. “You expect me
to listen to some stupid…little…tiny…oh.”
Slithering, plopped near the shabby, hand-crafted podium, demonstrating the fantastic
acoustics of the room, a garden snake slinks across the floor, coiling itself around his shoe. He
lifts the snake and holds it inches from his face, dangling it by the tail. “You’re not so bad,” he
mutters. “I can handle you. You’ve got quite a voice, though.” The snake wriggles in Joel’s
fingers so playfully that, even from the tight spot he’s currently in, it makes him smile.
“Ssso! I hear you’ve got some troubles with a ssserpent!”
Alarmed by a human voice, Joel turns to find his amused producer leaning near the
entrance, calmly watching Joel and his snake, sunlight streaming in behind him through the
door-sized hole. His hair is combed, his glasses strapped across his bulging eyes, as tranquil and
composed as ever. “Priestcraft! You’re here!” Joel gasps. “Didn’t Petey tell you to…?”
“Yes, your little helper!” Priestcraft strolls closer, running his hand along the fractured
wood of a pew. He lifts his fingers over a rough patch, avoiding a certain splinter. “Nah, I’m not
afraid of snakes, Joel. I wanted to see where we’ll be filming, scout out some engaging spots for
the lenses.” Stopping in a far corner, he extends his arms, framing a shot in the direction of the
podium, in the direction of Joel. “Hell! What’s that on your face?”
Joel moves his hand over his cheek. “A rash from…something or other.”
“Goodness, well, I guess we could airbrush it in post. Quite a time for it, no?” he asks,
noticing Joel eyeing the door. “Don’t worry, we’re not sending any of your people in yet. That
could be dangerous…we wouldn’t want to give them heart attacks. Congregation’s a little old,
huh? Wouldn’t you say? And such an interesting choice for the lighting! Who did you work
with? Santa and his elves?”
“Yeah, well, you know, like I told you on the train…”
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But before Joel can respond, a single, sweet sound wafts out amidst Priestcraft’s jeers
and the snake’s hissing. A voice that can alternately freeze or warm his blood, depending on the
situation. “Joel?” the voice asks.
“Sweetie?” he gulps.
Standing near the back pew, she’s almost entirely submerged in the light from outside;
he squints at her, blinded. “Daddy said you were worried I might not come,” she explains,
sounding hurt. “Why would I abandon you like that? I never would.” His eyes adjusting, he
slowly sees that she’s wearing yet another plain brown dress, her hair pushed up into her pillbox hat, her freckled kid-sister face looking more understated than ever before. Still no makeup, still no jewelry, still nothing to distract from her soul. And in a business based on
appearances, Joel is certainly a sucker for this one.
“Abandon me…” he repeats. “I know you wouldn’t.”
He contemplates Sweetie’s pledge, why the words seem so right coming out of her
mouth, like he was waiting all along for her to say them. He gawks at her, snake in hand.
Vaguely, he’d always envisioned his mother to look something like this, the purest woman he
can imagine. The woman he fictionalized from bits and pieces of information over the years, the
real one he could never put a face to. Fittingly, Sweetie’s wardrobe is probably even from the
exact same era of fashion. “Now why would I come all the way out here just to miss this?” she
smiles, with the most inviting pair of buck teeth he’s ever seen.
Even the loud grumble of the old folks outside doesn’t cloud this moment for him. And
Priestcraft, still lurking in a corner of the church, merely watches the two of them, a terrible
smirk on his face after having gladly disobeyed Joel’s wishes.
“Um, hang on, don’t come in yet,” Joel warns. “There’s a dangerous snake in here. Let’s
talk outside.”
Chapter Seventeen/Tony Bennett and the Filmed Apology
…in which our hero/villain films his follow-up…and our long, incredibly meaningful journey
comes to an end…
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After careening through the funeral/retirement homes of Anyplace/Anywhere, and then
the streets and basketball arenas of Goldmine, funneling back through the train system of
Nebraska, Joel has finally landed here, in a lopsided church. The only place this can end.
Fully dressed in their priestly old robe attire, Kevin and Petey lead the line in, single file,
marching the group of Irene’s discontented elderly into the Church of the Sacred Bleeding Mary.
One of Priestcraft’s cameramen catches a shot of it with a handheld while the others set up
inside, placing themselves at specific points in the spacious room. Resigned, Joel watches the
events unfold from a corner of the church. He’s feeling less like an actual participant, more like
a bystander; Priestcraft’s taking control of things now, directing everyone around, putting his
staff to work. Three cameramen are unloading their equipment while several grips push
Christmas lighting out of the way, coiling it up away from the podium.
Joel stares at the elderly taking their seats in warped pews, one old man nearly falling
off balance until Petey helps him. This place is definitely not helping anyone’s vertigo. And
Sweetie stands at Joel’s side, unknowingly witnessing the end of his transformation. “So,” Joel
says, to no one in particular, “this is it then.”
“Aren’t you excited?” she asks.
He can barely look at her. In several minutes, she’ll hear that he was involved in the
death of a cop. And that he’s about to profit from it. And that’s not even including the fact that
he was never a pastor, that the very establishment they’re standing in was invented to advance
his career. Tidbits that Priestcraft probably doesn’t want let loose. “You seem tense,” she grins,
pushing her brown hair out of her eyes. “I can’t believe you broke out like this before the show.
Does it hurt?”
“No, it doesn’t…hurt.”
He feels his face: it stings. His body is valiantly trying to sabotage him, but the old rash
isn’t enough. Prison, in a small town Nebraska court, without an undoubtedly skilled Sky Talk
lawyer, is unthinkable.
“Your old congregation seems a little…old,” Sweetie whispers. “And mad, too. They
must be. They’re acting like they don’t know who you are. They still don’t know why you left
yet, right?”
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Joel fiddles with his suit jacket. His power tie is still missing in action. “Nope. They have
no idea.”
“This church is so, um…well, rundown. Is that because you haven’t been here to
maintain it for a few days?”
“Excuse me! Excuse me!” Irene calls out, speaking from across the room. The retirement
home director has had a furious expression on her face since Priestcraft arrived, since Joel
became terribly preoccupied with Sweetie. Love triangle?
After bringing all her old folks out here to satisfy him, with great risk to herself, only to
find a younger woman that actually does make Joel swoon, Irene’s seething, her frizzy hair
looking like it’s boiling on the top of her head. Much to Joel’s horror, she’s charging over,
grilling Sweetie as she steps up to them. “That guy Priestcraft over there told me to tell you
you’d better get on soon…darling,” she says, jealously grabbing him behind the elbow.
“Sure thing, Irene.”
The women avoid each other’s glances. “Who’s this?” Irene asks, keeping her eyes on
Joel.
“My old friend.”
“Ah…fine then.”
Sulking, she quickly turns back to her elderly, walking up to each pew, making sure her
people are comfortable. Or as comfortable as they’re ever going to get. Many are drooling,
several are sleeping. And Irene looks scorned, like she wants to scream something. Possibly,
she’ll keep her cool long enough to get through the taping: a volatile fake lover is the last thing
this event needs.
“Who was that?” Sweetie asks, after the bizarrely intense woman is out of earshot.
“My…old friend.”
He’s not sure how he’s going to make it out of this situation unscathed. He’s in a
position to disappoint everyone: Priestcraft wants the perfect lead in for his new project,
Sweetie wants change, Irene wants his attention. Even Kevin and Petey want their money,
which he doesn’t have, which he’s directing them to Spatz for, like feeding them to a wolf. For
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someone who’s always avoided connections, he’s managed to gather a large group of people to
invest in him.
“So, I was thinking that, after the show, you could show me around
Anyplace/Anywhere,” Sweetie suggests, leaning in to him. “I mean, we don’t have to rush off,
right?” He remains silent, glaring at the bent podium, and the graying, balding backs of his
audience’s heads. Priestcraft gestures for him to come over, probably for a few last minute
pointers. The producer’s crew seems to be in order, waiting for a command, and the elderly are
as restless to begin as they were outside. Ready to hear some swinging show tunes. Wonder
when the police will arrive.
“Have you thought about what you’re gonna be doing after the apology?” Sweetie
continues, chewing on the inside of her lip. “Obviously, and I probably don’t even have to say
this, but I want you to stay in my life. I want you around to…”
“Hey, can you not have so much faith in me?” he spouts. “I’m sure it’ll get exhausting.
For the both of us.”
He’s acting a bit different from the train ride, huh? Her eyes get wide.
“What are you gonna do?” she whispers. “Did Daddy put you up to something?” His face
hides in his hands, the skin aching around, and in between, his fingers. “Do you think you have
to do it? Do you think you have no choice?”
Well, does he have a choice?
“I’ve made mistakes in my life, Joel, and you’ve made them too,” Sweetie says, her voice
small. “But I won’t apologize for trusting anybody.”
Fair enough. But this doesn’t seem to be affecting him.
“Do you want to know why you should apologize, Joel? Because you’re so smart. You
can’t blame my dad, or your parents, or that awful, drunken woman who hurt you when you
were small. Somehow, you still know what’s right. And as long as you do, the only one
responsible is you.”
The producer spots them from the front of the church, recognizing that something
terrible just took place. “Say, Joel! Five minutes!” he shouts, his three cameras positioned
perfectly, lenses off, ready to capture the apology. Ready to film every second of this launch
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because, as he said earlier, it’ll probably be replayed the whole time Joel’s behind bars to
generate interest in Sky Talk’s newest asset. “Over here, now!” the producer bellows. “Get it
together!”
Joel wants to tell Sweetie that the only thing he’s got inside of himself is fear and regret
and survival instincts, and a desire for her, and that’s all. But he chokes when he notices two
stern police officers entering his church, their sunglasses hiding their eyes. So he staggers away
from Sweetie without another word, moving toward the podium where Priestcraft waits with
open arms.
“Whatever it is you think you have to do for my father or yourself…you don’t, Joel. You
don’t have to do anything,” she squeaks, fading behind him. And she collapses in a nearby pew,
burying her head into her arm, her sound still faint as Joel nears her father.
“Why did you bring her?” he growls at Priestcraft. “What did I ask? What was the one
thing I asked of you?”
“I’m sorry, Joel, I didn’t realize it would be this, uh, heated,” the producer explains,
holding up his hands. “I figured you did so well in Goldmine that I didn’t want to jinx it. You
seemed to perform perfectly in front of her. I hope this doesn’t affect your delivery now. But,
anyway, as you can see, I took the liberty of informing this cozy police force that a confession is
about to take place. They don’t know what. They just know something big is happening. I didn’t
want them arresting you before you got your shot in front of the cameras.”
Standing with Priestcraft, looking out on the grumbling audience in front of them, Joel
feels on the verge of collapse…thinking of Sweetie’s heart breaking in one of the back pews. He
notices Kevin and Petey leaning against a wall, their job of seating the congregation completed,
the two boys staring at their Pastor with clear eyes, unburdened faces, with none of the
heaviness that Joel’s felt for so long now.
Nodding to his crew, the producer leaves Joel’s side, the camera’s powering on, the
Christmas lights of the church flickering behind them. And Irene begins to hush everyone, her
face still twisted over Joel’s “old friend,” while Kevin and Petey take their seats, silently giggling
with one another. Joel looks out on the mess he’s created, the gnarled wood of his church
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surrounding these poor old people. Sweetie remains hunched over, petrified over the ugliness
she may have helped to release.
Stepping behind the crooked podium, vastly different from the one he’s used to,
Priestcraft points to the cameraman facing him at the head of the church, then to the
cameraman at his left, then to the one at the right. All three. And he starts, his voice filling the
room without the need for a microphone, just as loud and clear as the snake’s hiss.
“Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Teddy Priestcraft and I’m the host of a little show
called Sky Talk, a television program down in Goldmine, Texas,” the producer begins,
addressing the first pew of the elderly. “We’ve come here to present a man you all might
know…he comes to you to try and make things right.”
Most of the congregation isn’t paying attention to this, but Priestcraft hones in on the
few that are, directing a kindly, comforting tone.
“We know you haven’t seen him in a few days, but he can explain all that. You might be
a little taken aback over what he has to say, but hear him out. It’s not often that we receive
apologies for the wrongs committed against us…which is why we should be so grateful today
for what we’re about to hear: a confession. And a plea for your forgiveness.”
“This day is a gift, really. So many times in our lives we’re sinned against, tread upon,
used for someone else’s gain; and, usually, those who hurt us go unchallenged. They simply
vanish…or worse, they stick around and injure us further. But today is different. For you, your
pastor has come back home. He’s come back home to tell you what, he thinks, you all need to
hear. But, I think you’ve heard enough from me. Folks…your Pastor, Joel Colson.” With that, the
producer bows and moves to the side of the podium, giving a thumbs up to the officers waiting
at the doors. The cops shrug at one another, still uncertain as to why they were called here.
And Joel walks over to the front of the church, his head dizzy like when he was drunk.
‘Just an apology,’ he thinks. ‘I can do this. Just get through it, and think about it later.’ It feels
like a dream, but he stands before the elderly now, his main source of income for so many
years, his gateway, it seems, for future success. If he had this opportunity a week ago, a month
ago, he would have been overjoyed; now, it isn’t so sweet.
“He’s not Tony Bennett!” yells an old man, kicking the pew in front of him.
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“No, that’s him!” another cries.
“Hey…he looks great!”
“But what’s on his face?!”
“Thank you, Teddy Priestcraft,” Joel says, hands flat on the podium. “It’s good to see you
all again. I know it’s been several days now, and I left you without a word, but I’m here to
explain everything.”
“What? Do ’I Left My Heart in San Francisco!’”
“Sing something!”
“Joel! Keep going!” Priestcraft calls out, off camera. “We’ll edit this background noise in
post!!”
“Um…what I mean to say is, I’m here to say I’m sorry for a few things,” he continues.
“The type of person I am. You see, I’m a …”
As he ignores his surprisingly lively congregation, Sweetie finally sits up in the back pew,
her face a mess, her cheeks wet with tears. But she looks hardened now, someone who’s just
been exposed to something unspeakable. Nice work, Joel. He’s never seen her look so…not like
herself. She doesn’t seem young anymore, like she transformed down there against the hard,
knotty pew of the Sacred Bleeding Mary. Our man’s startled by the sight…enough that he starts
talking without thinking, talking to please her, as she often makes him do.
“…I’m a thief. I’m a liar. I-I’m…a vampire.”
He has the brief, intensely frightening thought that she might never be the same after
all this is over. And that would be his fault.
“And I know this about myself now, I know I’m a vampire. I think I’ve actually known this
for some time, but I haven’t really come around to the idea until recently,” he babbles, his
producer frowning nearby.
“Get to the point, Joel!” Priestcraft yells. “The confession! What you’ve done, what
you’re going to do!”
“…s-so, I know that all of you are probably wondering where I’ve been,” he sputters,
shaking. To disregard Sweetie’s face…
“Shut up and sing!”
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“What good are you if you don’t sing?”
“Well, I’m gonna be honest with you folks,” Joel says, speaking above the sadly confused
catcalls. “I was scared and I left because…you see, I’ve been running a side business the whole
time I’ve been your pastor. I’ve been conning old folks, just like you, out of their hard-earned
money because…because I could.” And he spots Kevin and Petey looking almost impressed at
this; they hadn’t realized their fake Pastor was so high up in Spatz’s ranks. Noticing this hurts
Joel, makes him feel responsible. He wonders if that was what his father was trying to protect
himself against all those years ago, the moment he cast his son aside.
“A few days ago, I was trying to run a big scam…trying to get something from this train
company and I happened upon my uncle. Unfortunately, he passed on before I could really get
to know him, but I did have his body in my possession.” He pauses to lick his lips, his mouth dry.
“In a moment of really poor judgment, I decided to use that body to sue the train company, to
push for some kind of negligence suit or something like that, I don’t know…”
“I can’t believe you!”
Joel looks up from the podium to see Irene storming over to the front of the church, her
face twisted. Here we go. “I trusted you! We made a…a connection!” she cries, her hair all
frizzed. “And it was your fault that old man was out there by the rails!” She stands in the aisle
between the pews, her face red as all this hits her, as Joel’s plan becomes clear. “You used me! I
was too stupid and lonely to see it, but you used me for…for them!” she gasps, pointing in the
face of a confused old man. “Who are you?! What do you want from all of us?!”
Good question.
“Boys!” Priestcraft yells. “Address this, please?!”
Without hesitation, two grips leave their positions to restrain Irene and lead her toward
the exit, intercepting her in the aisle and carrying her out over their shoulders. Joel winces as he
watches her flail. It doesn’t matter anyway; there’ll be no one left to put their faith in him after
this is through.
The two officers stand by, surveying, too confused by the proceedings to pick a side, too
confused to know who’s right. “You can’t force me out! These people are in my care!” Irene
shrieks, pounding on a grip’s back. “They’re my responsibility! This is an out…”
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They exit the doors.
“Editing it in post!” the producer groans, turning back to his star. “Proceed. Right where
you left off, if you can.”
“Anywho, that still isn’t everything.” Joel swallows, remembering exactly what he was
up to, looking to the officers at the entrance. “There was someone else at the tracks that night
with my uncle. A cop.”
The crowd doesn’t gasp, because they don’t understand what’s happening, but Sweetie
does. And for the first time since the presentation began, he sees her face open up, a tiny bit of
that hardened hopelessness disappearing, revealing something else; from where he standing,
he can’t tell if it’s sympathy or curiosity. Or horror.
“And, well, this cop thought my uncle was alive and trapped. So, while he was freeing
the old man…that train came…and it killed him. The train killed him, and I saw the whole thing
happen. I couldn’t…or I didn’t…stop it.”
To the side of the podium, Priestcraft smiles, gesturing for more. Sweetie sits shocked in
the back pew, alone in her surprise: the elderly congregation is all but tuned out by now, having
realized that Tony Bennett is probably not going to be arriving anytime soon.
Joel expects to be tackled offstage at this, chained up on the dusty church floor; but the
two officers still look confused, even with his confession. He takes it as grief, too stunned to
fully grasp what he just said. He can’t fully grasp his own words. With the cameras trained on
him, this doesn’t seem like his confession; it seems like he’s narrating the life of someone he
knows.
“Speak, Joel!” Priestcraft demands, “More!”
With the cameras on, Joel isn’t feeling any of this, he isn’t feeling it the same way he did
in Sweetie’s arms on the sidewalk, in Sweetie’s arms on the train. He marvels at this thought, at
the way he’s missing that vulnerability. How she built him up from next to nothing. He thinks of
how there was no fate in his life: Sweetie and her father both came to him out of nothing and,
despite some hesitation, the steps he’s taken have consistently been in one direction. His
honesty with her on the train had only been words…and regret and bad feelings never could
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dictate his path. And, in this moment, in this reflection, he decides, almost disheartened, what
will be…what will always be, his future. A future he’s certain he’ll never allow himself to escape.
Our hero.
“Ah, crap. Why now, huh? Well…everyone,” Joel finally says, looking down to a drooling
old woman, “in spite of all the terrible things I’ve done, there was someone in all this mess who
showed me, uh…showed me some stuff,” he sighs. “And it’s not the Holy Spirit or God, or any
father I’ve ever had. It’s Sweetie. And I’m spent. This guy over here can go fuck himself,” he
says, pointing to Priestcraft, “…and there’s a guy in a little shack just outside of
Anyplace/Anywhere Carpentry who can also go fuck himself. And, I guess, I can go fuck myself
as well. Take me away. And I love you, Sweetie.”
Standing in front of blinking Christmas lights, in a church built with deception from the
ground up, the place filled with stolen old folks, he lifts his hands in surrender…and breathes
in…and closes his sorry eyes.
And lets it go. And steps down from the podium.
If only all Joels could make the right decision, hmm?

