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t2 STEPHEN GRAHAM JONES

Special Collections librarian Lydia Ackerman of LJniversity Montana

State up in Bozeman, and she was able to read the scripty hand enough

to glean a name from the very front page: "Arthur Beaucarne."

It's not far from there to me, that surname not exactly being

common.

And, because technically that journal belongs to me-welI, my

father then me, but my father in his facility down in Denver's not

exactly compos mentis-Lydia Ackermaris been sending me the

digitized pages as they're processed, the original being a century too

delicate to handle. But I dont think she does it out of kindness.It's

to keep me from showing up unannounced again.

"Etsv?" she asked when I did show up like that in May, breathing

hard from the stairs. She was looking from my ID to me, to see

which was the typo. It's Betsy, really,I didnt say, but a boy with a

speech impediment in kindergarten . . . who cares?

"Ihe ldst name," I told her, as politely as I could.

So, I rvas led back to the workbench they conserve delicate

literary artifacts on, was made to mask up, glove up, bootie up, and

then sit like that through a lecture about the lignin content of old

paper and the homemade inks of the late nineteenth century, and

how this particular ink had aged into acid that was eating away the

brittle o1d paper it was written on, meaning the individual letters

collapse into hopeless crumbles from just the slightest breath-thus
the case the journal's enclosed in. It's for humidity and temperature,

Lydia Ackerman explained like giving a tour to second-graders, but

mostly it's to keep any breeze from punching those black letters

from the pages, el1-ectively erasing this amazing find from history.

"It's also for dust," Lydia Ackerman leaned forrvard to say in

some sort of confidence,like "dust"was a profanity in this particular

room. "Even dustweighs enough to make the letters fall through the

paper."To be sure I got how dire this allwas, she heated her eyes up

and raised her eyebrows.
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14 STEPHEN GRAH\\lt JONES

I've worked my way through the first few days of your journal,

though, and I'm coming to understand why Bozeman wants to p^y

to keep your writing in their collection. You were good, Arthur

Beaucarne. You :used my rhetoric and spin and encomium to come

off sounding heartfelt, never mind the actual facts, but you had a

documentariaris eye, too, didn't you? And a playwright's ear. You

didnt have a camera, but you had a pen, and its nib was sharp enough

to cut right to the center of the day, the year,the era.

You make your case better than I can, though. I'11 paste in a news

item from 7972, the year you disappeared from your church, and

then showcase your more fleshed-out verslon:

"Is it happening again?" This is the question former cavalryman

and current postal clerk Livinius Clarkson was said to be asking

his patrons for the better part of Monday.

What L. Clarkson is talking about is the deceased individual

tound off the beaten path yesterday, out in the open prairie across

the Yellowstone River, in the environs of Sunday Creek. Initial

speculation was that this was some unfortunate who perished over

the last winter, who was onlv just now thawing out due to last weel{s

abundance of sunlight.This would explain the state of this persons

remains. However, knowledgeable men involved with transporting

the body into town assure the Star that this isnt frost burn or

scavenging.They also assure the Star that while ice, when affixed to

skin, can possibly remove it, this would seem to be something more

pernicious and intentional.

This is cause for concern.

Are the Indians turning hostile again? If so, which ones?

The Croq the Nakota, the Ree? More farflung tribes like the

Blackfeet, Gros Ventre, Snake? And, if this is a holdover from

the depredations of older times, then what might be the cause of
their ire this time? Does our government not provide them with
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16 STEPHEN GRAHAM JONES

The identity of the deceased individual is as of this date

unknown, save that he was male, and possibly a traveler, as his

unmarred face isn't known around these parts.

The service for him will be private.

That's the just-the-facts version from the Miles City Star, dated

March 26,1.972-microfiche, yes. Now, here's what my greatest-

grandfather wrote into his journal the evening before:

Yesterday evening, word started to percolate around town con-

cerning a man found dead out in the sea of grass that surrounds

us. Martha Grandlin, Skeet Grandlin's second wife (his first,

deceased) was the first bearer ofthis savory tidbit, being certain to

contort her face in cultured disgust, and to not give the secondhand

account her fulI voice, I presume either to keep it from being a real

occurrence, or to keep from exposing herself as one who thrills in

carrying such morbid news around town. Martha, kind soul that

she tries to be, was bringing by half a loaf of German bread and

some jam she claimed were spare, and clutching the week's mail to

her side in case one of Skeet's many and farflung correspondences

shor-r1d blolv away into those same grasslands.

According to Mrs. Grandlin, who held the tips of the fingers

of her right hand to the hollow of her throat while pronouncing

this, this poor man had had, there's no other way to say it, his skin

removed "as if he were an animal!"

I ate the bread and jam in silence after Mrs. Grandlins hasty

departure, and considered whether a man liberated of his skin and

left out in the grass was something that could still happen in this

new century. Weren't such things supposed to be part of this new

state's sordid past? And what would motivate someone to such an

act? What could someone do to have such an act visited upon them?

The jam was huckleberry, with large chunks still remaining in
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18 .STEPHEN GRAHAM JONES

by Mrs. Grandlin's curiosity,I told myself to pay special attention.

At the same time, not everyone feared to be on a drinking binge is

actually drunken. Not everyone supposed to have taken work that

pulls them suddenly away from home is actually earning awage.

Eager about this find out in the grasslands, if for no other

reason than that it broke the tedium, I buttoned my greatcoat

over the new and persistent huckleberry stain on the surplice I
had tlrown onwhen Mrs. Grandlin knocked-my only one!-and

made my way out the side door and down to the lodging house

porch, bringing with my personage, as it's unavoidable not to do, a

retinue of raucous dogs of every color, size, and temperament.

As I approached with them barking around my feet, announ-

cing my arrival to the whole of Miles City, the whole of Montana,

I took'pains not to notice the shufling and scraping that always

precedes my arrival to such a low place. I would be similady

unaware of any bulges in the mens' jackets that could or could not

be botdes and spirits, and I held out hope that I wouldnt have to

draw close enough for their breath to scald my eyes.

"The limping reverend!" Willem Thomlinsen called out with

all the joviality he could muster, referring to my gait, impeded as

it is by the three toes on my left foot that predecease me. I would

expect the same from a ten year old boy caught antagonizing the

chickens. Thomlinsen calling me by that appellation-Reverend-

was a long standing hallmark of our interactions, my silhouette

evidendy prompting whosoever I encountered in my doddering

perambulations to make joke upon joke at my expense. Such is the

price exacted by these black robes, I surmise. By this craggy, thin

silhouette.

Though I would wish it otherwise, Thomlinsent was a joke

that had over the previous year spread through his companions

like grass fue, meaning I also had to endure as greetings from all

these lodging house regulars a round of "Pastor" and "Preacher,"
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my parishioners saying of late-a verbal trend that worries me,

as it sweeps things under the rug that should be dealt with in the

light, rather than let fester. But this concern itself is neither here

nor there, I suppose. Even a preacher pastor brother bishop father

reverend of fighting age during the war between the states can join

this bold new century, yes.

After describing for these regulars in great and delectable

detail the bread and jam I had, tragically, consumed all o{, I asked

them about the poor man found dead and exsanguinated to the

west of town, asking of myself meanwhile if I wasn't, in own way,

just as bad as Mrs. Grandlin. But no, I told myself. As shepherd of

a flock, I needed to be informed on all goings-on that might afrect

that flock. It wouldrit do to look out over the Sunday morning

crowd and have them whispering to each other about that ofwhich

I'm ignorant.

"The west?" California Jim spat in response, disgusted,

answering the first of the two bluffs I d built into my opening bid,

for them to correct.

I've never inquired after the provenance of California Jims

name, but assume it has to do either with one or another gold rush

or with another of his many former occupations.

"Ex-what, Preacherman?" Sall Bertram mumbled, leaning

ahead to spit befween his boots into a crack in the porch nearly

crusted shut, from all the days he spends there.

"He had been bled, had he not?" I said with all false innocence,

looking from one to the other, which prompted them, in turn, to

look to each other.

"Your Lutheran god whisper that to you?" Thomlinsen finally

said, which struck me odd, as I d only proffered the possibility of

exsanguination so as to be a babe in the fold for them, plucking at

rumor and smoke, meaning they could correct me with the actual

facts and thereby become authorities.
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