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THE WOLF

The nighttime clouds were slipping across the sky as if summoned. The wolf was near the old market, a place he remembered enjoying, but he resolved not to go inside, resolved to maintain his pace, an upright trot he could’ve sustained for days. He was off his regular route. He had passed several lots of broken machines that weren’t even guarded by dogs and now he was crossing kept grounds—the trees in rows, the hedges tidy, the signs sturdy and sponged. He cleared the first wing of a well-lit building, catching his trotting reflection in the mirrored windows. His head jerked sidelong toward a parking lot and there he saw the quiet humans.

The wolf understood that he had stopped short in some sort of courtyard and he understood that these humans had snuck up on him, or he had snuck up on them without meaning to, which was the same. He retreated into the shadows. The humans hadn’t spotted him. They seemed lost to the world. They sat with their legs folded beneath them. Not a whisper. Not a sigh. The wolf couldn’t tell what these humans were doing. A lot of knowledge was obvious to the wolf and hidden from humans, but they had their own wisdom—deductions they’d been refining for centuries, beliefs they would cling to until they could prove them.

 The wolf slipped into the neighboring truck dealership and crept under a row of huge-tired 4×4s. He snuck around behind the humans, who were all concentrating on the building in front of them. Not one of them was eating or drinking. Their hands were empty of telephones. The wolf could tell this had happened before. This gathering had occurred untold times, and the wolf had known nothing about it. He resisted the urge to clear his snout and break the quiet. The humans. They were even more vulnerable in the night than in the day. They’d convinced themselves they were in their element by raising buildings and planting trees, but the wolf knew that seas existed and that humans belonged near those seas and eventually would return to them. These humans were stranded in the desert and above them hung a moon that was also a desert.

This domain, this fin of the poor neighborhoods south of town, had not been part of the wolf’s rounds for many seasons. He checked in down here from time to time and the area seldom changed. The clinic had been built, the wolf didn’t remember when, and the market had shut down. The wolf would’ve liked to explore the old market, cruise the sharp-turning passageways of trapped air, but he could not pull himself away from these humans. He was putting himself behind schedule. The wolf could not have named any specific entity that threatened his territory, but that was irrelevant. He had rounds. The wolf was as trained as the terriers that slept in the humans’ beds. The wolf had been trained by his instincts, by forefathers he’d never known. He didn’t roll over or beg, but his trick was rounds, starting each evening near Golden and veering below Albuquerque to the loud safe flats near the airport. Up to the windless park where the humans’ ancestors had drawn on the rocks, then farther to Rio Rancho, where the scents from the restaurants were milder and children on glinting bikes coasted the hills. Bernalillo. The big river. The property where the Indians were kept. With plenty of time before dawn, the wolf would pick his way around the base of Sandia Mountain, winding up near Lofte, the northern outpost of the eastern basin, and there he would watch the new sun turn Lofte’s handful of buildings, which from a distance appeared to be holding hands like human children, the urgent red of hour-old blood.

 The wolf’s paws were planted, his senses directed at the humans. Whatever they were doing, it wasn’t in order to have fun. Maybe they were deciding something, piling up their thoughts. Or perhaps they were waiting. The wolf knew about waiting. But humans, unlike the wolf, rarely waited without knowing what they were waiting for.

It was dangerous and without profit for the wolf to get intrigued with human affairs. At present he was huddled into the wheel well of a hulking pickup truck, putting himself behind schedule, because he wanted to hear the humans speak, wanted them to break their silence, because he wanted an explanation. He stood in continual anticipation of hearing a voice. A question asked. Human laughter. He worked his tongue around his teeth, tasting nothing, tasting his own warm breath. An involuntary growl was idling in his throat and he stifled it. The wolf could wait no longer. He perked his ears one last time, the wind dying out for him—still nothing to be heard. He forced himself to back out from between the two trucks that were hiding him and forced himself to skip the old market and make for the airport. He cleared his snout decisively. He resumed trotting, but after three or four blocks, while passing some weedy basketball courts that stood empty behind a high fence, he broke into a flat run and the scents he smelled then came mostly from the furnace of his own body.

SOREN’S FATHER

He of course hadn’t run his lunch truck route since he and Soren had arrived at the clinic, and his route was where he’d always sorted out his troubles, paltry as his old troubles seemed now with his son lying here in creepy serenity day after day. On his route—the traffic swelling and subsiding, the billboards sailing above with their slogans, the hungry awaiting him at the next stop—Soren’s father had counseled himself through the workaday decisions of parenting and running his small business. He was a creature of habit and his habits were now mostly wrecked. He still knocked out his pushups, four sets of fifty, right down on the linoleum floor of the clinic room. The floor was perfectly clean, waxed to hell and back, and Soren’s father, if he dropped a crumb from his food tray, always knelt down and picked it up and dropped it into the little wastebasket that was continually empty. The final ten pushups of the final set brought grunts out of Soren’s father that he could not stifle, and sometimes Nurse Lula came and peeked in the door and saw Soren’s father flat on his front. Nurse Lula was the one who’d shown Soren’s father the secret smoking spot, so he didn’t have to descend all the way to the ground floor and walk out front and stand under the carport. There was a landing that jutted from the sixth floor staircase. The door to the landing was marked DO NOT OPEN ALARM WILL SOUND, but this wasn’t true. You could walk right out there and see in every direction. There was a casino in the middle distance, and way off a spine of maroon peaks. Soren’s father didn’t enjoy cigarettes as much as he had before, the smoke chugging out his half-open truck window as he navigated the city; now he used smoking to take breaks from the clinic room the way the folks he served on his route used smoking to take breaks from their factory jobs. Sometimes Lula was out on the landing. She had wide-set eyes and a gentle manner that made her seem holy. When she spoke to Soren’s father she avoided talking about her children but sometimes she slipped. They were girls and the younger one was taller than the older one.

Soren’s father was losing weight already, but it wasn’t because of the hospital food. Everyone complained about the food, but Soren’s father was used to eating from his truck—a soft, odorless sandwich or half-stale apple fritter or limp hot dog. He’d always fed Soren well enough, taking him down to the fancy grocery store with the hot bar and letting him point out what he wanted, but as for himself, he couldn’t see wasting the leftovers from the truck. He was accustomed to eating in traffic, so when he ate his dinner in the clinic room his chewing sounded monstrous against the quiet. He was eating as much as he ever had, so it must’ve been pure worry that was taking the pounds off him. There’d been a scale in the room and Soren’s father had Lula take it away.

It was hard to know what to do with the quiet. Soren’s father couldn’t get used to it. The quiet was impure, same as if you were up in the woods somewhere. The woods had chipmunks and falling pinecones and tunneling beetles and in the clinic there were machines beeping and whirring and nurses shuffling around in their chunky white sneakers and the rattling of carts. Soren’s father had never watched much TV and Soren, back when he was awake, hadn’t shown any interest in it either. Soren’s father used to try putting cartoons on their living room set and Soren would stare at the screen suspiciously for a minute and then move on to something else. Soren’s father had long since stopped trying to watch the news, which was both depressing and uninformative. He was a reader of science fiction, a habit he’d picked up to fill downtime between stops on his route, and now he read in the room, occasionally aloud, wanting Soren to hear his voice. Soren’s father’s interest in interstellar goings-on was waning, but with a paperback in his hands he was not completely at the mercy of the clinic’s busy, endless hush. He could put words into his mind and, when he felt like it, into the still air of his son’s room. One of the characters Soren’s father was reading about had been cast into a trance by means of a dark art that was part science and part magic, and Soren’s father had begun to skip those passages. He didn’t want to reach the end of the book, where the noble young trooper would predictably awaken.

It was Wednesday, and evening now, so the vigil had begun. Soren’s father hadn’t heard them gathering but they were down there. Soren’s father’s mental state was one of being acutely aware that he was in a fog, and the vigils weren’t helping clear that fog. He parted the blinds. This was the third Wednesday and their numbers were growing. They were far below, most of them bowing their heads, and it disconcerted Soren’s father that he couldn’t see any of their faces. They were like those schools of tiny fish he remembered from boyhood filmstrips that moved in concert like a single inscrutable organism. They seemed practiced, experienced, but where would they have gotten experience at this sort of thing? Nurse Lula said there had been vigils at the clinic before but it was usually a one-time thing. She remembered last year a cop had been shot in the abdomen during a traffic stop and a crew of folks in uniforms had come one night with candles and had each slurped down one bottle of the cop’s favorite beer. These people showing up for Soren didn’t light candles and they didn’t drink. Soren’s father didn’t know how he was supposed to feel about them. He worried that they knew something he didn’t, that they had access to a gravity of spirit that was beyond him. And the vigilers made him feel exposed too, onstage, so whenever they were gathered out there he stayed hidden behind the meticulously dusted blinds.

Soren’s father had seen them arriving that first Wednesday, before he knew they would become a vigil, when they were merely a half-dozen people loitering in the corner of the parking lot. A security guard had approached that first week and looked them over and elected to leave them be. Last week, with close to fifty people in the troop, a news van had rolled into the lot and a girl in an orange scarf had tried to talk to the vigilers. She didn’t get a thing out of them. Not one word. They didn’t stay long, the news folks. Nobody was beating drums or getting drunk or holding signs. No one was crying. Nobody was doing anything that could be readily mocked.

THE PIANO TEACHER

The lie she had come up with was that a library branch on the other side of town was screening old monster movies each Wednesday evening. She couldn’t tell her daughter she was going to sit outside a defunct flea market half the night, watching people a football field away as they vigiled. Her daughter wouldn’t understand vigiling and she certainly wouldn’t understand spying on a vigil from the high ground of an adjacent lot. And she also couldn’t tell her daughter she wanted to be near the boy. The piano teacher had climbed into the car her daughter had given her as a hand-me-up, a high-riding silver station wagon, and had sat at swaying red light after swaying red light and crossed Route 66 and now she slowed passing the clinic, which was out of place here on the edge of town, the only tall building in sight. The vigilers huddling in the parking lot were like cattle awaiting a storm.

The piano teacher passed them by and rolled onto the grounds of the market. She didn’t feel she was superior to the other vigilers, and in fact observed the rules she knew they followed—didn’t speak during the vigils, or turn the car radio on—but she was more than a vigiler. She was one of the forces that had put them in the parking lot of that clinic. She could do what they did, could open her windows and endure the chill air rather than running the heater in her car, but the vigilers could never do what she’d done, which was to halt a miracle. The others, hugging themselves loosely in the sand-swept parking lot, were hoping to gain something, but the piano teacher was only hoping to feel sorry enough.

So here she was in the dark in a part of town she wouldn’t have visited in a hundred years. The moon was strong and the piano teacher could see the writing on the market stalls, all in Spanish, cartoonish drawings of vegetables and shoes. Between the market and the clinic was a used car lot full of tall gleaming pickups. From this distance the clinic looked like a spaceship that had run out of gas. Or like a miniature of itself, a toy.

The piano teacher had thought for sure she’d seen something moving in the shadows, and now she saw a creature ambling across the parking lot that must’ve been an enormous coyote. He was big for a coyote. The creature seemed male, though the piano teacher wasn’t sure why. He moved with a strut. The piano teacher watched him pick his way along the fence, which he probably could’ve jumped at any time. He came into the moonlight and passed back out of it and was gone in one complete moment, and the piano teacher, after the fact, thought of rolling up her windows. The piano teacher could not have said what color the animal was, one of those dark shades of the desert that was more a feeling than a color. He hadn’t even glanced at her. The piano teacher looked at the sky, at the clinic, down at her hands, at the buttons that locked the doors and ran the windows up and down. The boy had really played that music, had written it or channeled it or who knew where it had come from. He had played his soul, without ever having previously touched a piano. If he’d stayed conscious there would’ve been calls coming in from all over to hear the boy play, from the wealthy craving a novelty and maybe even from conservatories wanting another prodigy. But the boy didn’t know how to play. The boy had played what he’d played but he had no idea about piano. He was in a coma now, so instead of a prodigy many thought of him as some sort of angel, though they were afraid to use that word. He didn’t know how to play piano but he was an instrument himself, they believed. And of course many were firm that there had to be a medical explanation, folks who would cling to their practicality to the end. And none of these people had even heard the music. They knew it had been played and that experts had deemed it original, but only about a dozen people had heard the music and the piano teacher was one of them, and she was the only one who’d heard it that first time, who’d heard the boy play it live. If anyone knew the truth it was the piano teacher, but she knew nothing. She was a dumb witness. There wasn’t a thing wrong with Soren physically, the newspaper had been clear about that until they’d finally let the story drop because there were no new developments. There was nothing at all wrong with him except he was not conscious.

The piano teacher had decided she would always depart last. She would remain until every last vigiler down in the parking lot was headed back to regular life. She would wait for the exodus that would occur between one and two in the morning, and after the last car had left the clinic and the wind was the only sound again, she would turn her key and leave the market and steal the last faraway glance at Soren’s blank window up on the top floor.

CECELIA

She stayed in line with a convoy of cars leaving the clinic until the interstate loomed up. Car after car pulled onto the west ramp, heading toward other parts of the city, and only Cecelia broke off and climbed the ramp going east. She was already on the outskirts, and after she cleared the jutting foot of Sandia she would be clear of town entirely. She lived out in Lofte, a stagnant outpost on the once-lively Turquoise Trail, about a twenty-minute drive into the desert and then another ten minutes on the state road. She had a stop to make before home, at the cemetery that served Lofte and the other basin towns—Golden, Hill City, Cromartie. There were few other cars on the road this late, and they either screamed past like rockets or drifted around in the right lane. Though it was nowhere near morning, light was bleeding up from the corners of the sky.

When Cecelia reached the grounds of the cemetery she couldn’t help but feel like she was trespassing, like she was going to get run off by a rent-a-cop, but the gate was wide open and the streetlights along the lane were burning. She pulled around a curve, assuring herself that she was using the cemetery precisely as it was meant to be used. No one could say what the right or wrong time was to visit the dead. The place was absolutely still. Going this slow, Cecelia could hear her engine gargling and hacking and she felt rude. She let the car cruise without touching the gas or brake. She didn’t hear any birds, didn’t hear an airplane in the sky. The place likely didn’t have a night security guard and Cecelia didn’t see any cameras on the lampposts, and in short order she went from fearing surveillance to feeling too unwatched. She wasn’t being monitored and she wasn’t being looked out for. She could do anything, but what she was going to do was absolutely nothing, just like the last time she’d been here. When she’d come to Reggie’s funeral almost a month ago she’d lost her nerve and stayed in her car, and the same thing was happening tonight. She had the same feeling, helpless and unhinged. She parked at the curb in the same spot as before and wound her window all the way down like before. She tipped her head toward the sky. There was no weather, not even the ambitious little clouds that had been blowing over the vigils.

There was a modest hill between Cecelia and the gravesite over which, the day of the funeral, she’d seen the tops of the tall men’s heads—Reggie’s father and uncles probably, men Cecelia had never met. The funeral party had been partially shaded by the cottonwood trees. The cut grass sprawling in every direction had struck Cecelia as the greenest thing she’d ever seen, the fresh flowers around the headstones jarring bursts of color. Even with the engine and the radio off, she hadn’t heard anything that was said about Reggie, any of the eulogy. She’d heard only a reasonable daytime wind that had little to whistle against. She’d been unable to raise herself from her car that day, unable to shut the door as gently as possible and blend into the group at the gravesite to cry and pray like everyone else. She’d sat behind the steering wheel in a black dress she’d picked up that day at a consignment shop. When the ceremony was over and the bereaved had begun descending toward the parking lot, Cecelia had fired up her engine and fled. And it had been only a couple hollow days later that Cecelia found herself at a vigil for a boy in a coma, part of a mild crowd hungry for unspoken rules. That she knew how to do. She knew how to vigil. She knew how to sit passively. She’d logged hours and hours down below the sixth floor of the clinic but after a month had still not laid eyes on her friend’s grave.

Reggie sometimes didn’t seem gone. He did but he didn’t. Cecelia had never met anyone like him and she had thought that even before he’d passed away. When Reggie had been doing nothing he never seemed to be wasting time, and when he was doing a lot he never seemed to rush. He’d spent his energy and his money and his mind at the correct rate, never hoarding or throwing to the wind. His temper was rare and expertly wielded. And yes, Cecelia had admired his hard-earned tan and his loose-limbed mannerisms and his arresting jawline. She had watched him with more than the curiosity of the bored as he did everyday tasks like making coffee or changing his shoes, and she’d listened with more than a bandmate’s professional interest each time he’d shared a new song in rehearsal. She was glad she and Reggie had never succumbed to any demoralizing trysts or clumsy grope sessions. Truly. Now that he was gone, she was grateful she’d be able to miss him in a straightforward way, as a fallen ally. She didn’t know how to grieve him, only how to miss him, as if he’d only moved away rather than died.

Cecelia breathed the night air, smelling neither flowers nor cut grass. She smelled her car. She didn’t want to go home yet, didn’t want to face her mother or the stupid chickens her mother kept in the yard. The chickens were all her mother cared about any more. Her mother wasn’t well. Mess around with chickens and watch television, that’s what the woman did. She didn’t do anything else. Cecelia didn’t want to think about it, didn’t want to walk into that house that always stank of the elk stew her uncle liked to drop off on the doorstep. Chickens. TV. Elk stew. Cecelia squinted. It was the middle of the night but she could see everything around her, like the whole cemetery had moved off and left a shadow of itself. The upholstery was sagging from the roof of Cecelia’s car and she reached and pressed it back into place.

With the loss of Reggie, Cecelia had lost her band. She had been in a band and now that band did not exist. It was no more. No more rehearsal. No more arguing with Nate, the drummer. No more going to the tragic little gigs. Cecelia’s ears would ring no more. She would sing no harmony. She wouldn’t wear that men’s dress shirt with the wide collar that she always wore to shows. Was it a big deal, no more band? She couldn’t tell. Was school a big deal? Or the shell her mother was retreating into these days? Cecelia was a dormant guitar player. She was probably a dormant daughter.

The upholstery sagged down again, and this time Cecelia pushed it back in place with both hands, pressing upward on the roof of her car and pressing herself down into her seat. She pressed until her arms began to quake.

REGGIE

The piano sat in the center of what Reggie was calling the main hall. The room was spacious, but still the piano dominated it. The piano looked disapproving, dauntingly formal, like pianos often did in unfamiliar places. The instrument was ancient and well kept, of a dark but faded wood, and its bench was upholstered with leather the color of a radish. There was no ceiling to the hall Reggie was being kept in, or else it was too lofty to be seen. The place was blanketed in uniform shadow. It seemed alive, the hall, or at least not dead. If Reggie held his breath there was true quiet, pure of electricity running its course, of insect industry, of breezes.

Reggie had a mat to lie down on, even though he didn’t sleep. He rested, like a great fish might. There was no way to track time, so Reggie rested when he felt tired of not resting. He remembered real sleep, back in life, black and hard and oblivious to everything but dreams. He remembered waking full of unhurried purpose. His mat was right down on the floor, like a monk or a drug addict. It smelled worn and tidy.

After Reggie had been in the hall what felt like a couple weeks, a library appeared. It didn’t contain a desk, so it was a library rather than a study. It was attached to the main hall but the light was cleaner in the library, bright enough to read comfortably. Reggie didn’t read, though. He sat bolt upright in the library’s grand, creaky chair, which was covered in the same red leather as the piano bench, and flipped backward and forward through the ornate volumes, listening to the pages and smelling the bindings. He didn’t have what it took to read one of the books. It wasn’t a crisis of energy; it was that Reggie knew none of the books could help him. Reading a book seemed local and desperate. And the fact that people had sat down and written the books instead of doing pretty much anything else with their time on earth—taking a walk with a friend, eating chocolate, tinkering with a weed whacker in an oil-smelling shed—made Reggie sad. The thought of all the songs he’d written made him sad. All any writer could do was either document what was known or speculate. Reggie didn’t need to imagine a different world because he was in one. He didn’t want to celebrate or complain about the world he’d been snatched from, which was now so fathomable. It was easy for him to see now that the living world had always given him what he needed. This new place had no idea what to do with him. He sat in the big chair and ran his fingers over the rough cloth of the book covers. He shuffled through the pages with his thumb, picking out random words. When he needed to break the quiet, he snapped the books shut.

Reggie didn’t believe he was being punished, but it was possible he was awaiting punishment. He wasn’t religious, but of course he was aware of purgatory, familiar with the concept of the afterlife utilizing a waiting room. He didn’t think he’d committed any acts that warranted eternal justice, that warranted Hell or whatever, but he also knew sometimes you broke rules without knowing it. Or sometimes you were supposed to do something and did nothing instead, a sin of omission. And now and then, he wouldn’t have been surprised, your paperwork got lost or the person you needed to speak to was on vacation or whoever was in charge just didn’t like the look of you. At least this particular waiting room wasn’t cramped or foul-smelling. It didn’t matter how long he had to wait, Reggie reasoned—it wasn’t like he had to be somewhere. It wasn’t like he was going to be late to band practice or run out of daylight working on a yard.

The trouble was the solitude. In life, Reggie had never minded being alone, but this was different. Back in life, solitude was temporary. Even if a person was in jail, not that Reggie had been, there were guards and other inmates. If you were driving across the empty desert, you were on your way to see someone. If you were a child banished to your bedroom, you would accidentally fall asleep and before you knew it the morning was underway and here was Mom making pancakes. There was no waking up for Reggie because there was no sleep. There were no other inmates. No pancakes. No map on which to track his progress.

Reggie walked laps around the main hall, managing at times to feel like he was strolling instead of pacing. He felt he had very little peripheral vision, though he couldn’t be sure about this. He had no aches or itches to ground him, no hunger that could rise up and concern him. He still had his scars. He could feel that his tooth was still chipped from when an edger had shot a pebble up at him. He found himself fretting over the yards he’d tended back in the living world. He imagined them growing dumpy. It took more skill to keep a desert yard presentable than to run a mower over a lawn of St. Augustine grass. Not many people knew what they were doing with desert yards. Most guys dumped weed killer everywhere and plopped down some pots. Most guys did whatever was quickest and cheapest.

Once in a while Reggie stood in front of the piano and wondered if he felt like playing it. He didn’t. He didn’t want to play. He hadn’t even sat down on the bench. Reggie existed in a gray area and the keys of the piano were the whitest and blackest things he’d ever seen. He rested his finger on a low B-flat and pushed it down so gently that it didn’t make a sound.

MAYOR CABRERA

His town was dying and its last best chance, it seemed, was a group of religious yahoos headed by a guy named Ran. Ran had told Mayor Cabrera over the phone that the group had 170 members. More importantly, they had enough money—their endowment, Ran called it—to build a facility and then sustain themselves in that facility for a hundred years. They were going to erect one plain building that would include housing, worship space, a gym, a cafeteria. Not being fancy was important to Ran’s group. Mayor Cabrera didn’t understand their religion. They started with the Bible but had no problem revising it whenever science proved it wrong. They thought one should be devout for moral reasons, not to cash in on everlasting life. They considered confession childish. They thought talking about Hell was wrongheaded. They never, under any circumstance, recruited. It was the opposite, Ran had told Mayor Cabrera. If someone wanted to join the group, that person had to be voted in. That person had to convince the members that he belonged, then survive a probationary period. These people were going to make their home either in Lofte or in some town in Oklahoma.

SOREN’S FATHER

Some of Soren’s clothes were hanging in the closet of the clinic room, and Soren’s father pulled the doors shut so he wouldn’t have to look at them. He made a point to flip back the blanket every morning and put socks and shoes on his son, and he liked to be the one to remove the shoes when night fell. It was a habit, and habits were what he’d always counted on. The sight of the tiny polo shirts in their garish colors, adorned with dinosaurs and airplanes and tractors, made Soren’s father think of specific days he’d spent with Soren—at the zoo, at the plaza where the Indians sold toys, at that church where the old lady read stories—but the shoes were plain and brown and not particularly beat-up. They were any kid’s shoes.

There had been days when Soren’s father was convinced Soren was gaining color and had expected to return from a smoke on the secret landing to find his son blinking into the steady pale light from the window, but that was delusion. His son was absent as ever. He was elsewhere. He wasn’t recuperating. He was just elsewhere and nobody could guess when he might return. The doctors didn’t have a clue. In the first days of the coma they’d been comforted by their charts and tests, their metabolic abnormalities and cerebral cortices and CAT scans and MRIs and they even had a fancy name for the fact that Soren’s arms were bent at the elbows, hands resting on his chest, rather than straight down by his sides. “What does that mean?” Soren’s father had asked. “What does that mean that his arms are bent?” The doctor had clicked his tongue earnestly and said, “A lot of times it doesn’t mean anything at all.” They couldn’t say what had put Soren in a coma. Soren’s father wasn’t accustomed to medical doubletalk. This was the first medical problem of Soren’s life. He didn’t have allergies. He hadn’t even caught those ear infections all kids were supposed to catch.

Soren’s father made a point not to ask the doctors any more questions. It was up to him to consider questions he didn’t want to consider, like whether Soren was supposed to keep growing, how long it would take for Soren to lose all his coordination. Soren’s father didn’t know how much time had to pass before his son would have to relearn the alphabet and choose a different favorite animal and a different favorite food. Would he still know what an opposite was, a rhyme? Soren’s father didn’t even know if his son was dreaming.

He wished he’d been present when his son had fallen into his coma. Not that his presence would’ve changed anything, but he wished he’d seen the start of this ordeal. He felt sorry for the piano teacher. Poor woman. Soren’s father didn’t care a lick about music. He’d signed Soren up for piano because it was supposed to be good for a kid’s brain. Soren’s father never listened to music in his truck. When he’d driven his route he’d listened to the wind rasping in the half-open windows and to the sound of his tires against the road and he’d been content. Music had always seemed irrelevant to him, and the cause of Soren’s coma, he had to admit, was irrelevant too. He just wished he’d been there.

 THE PIANO TEACHER

She had suffered a failure of courage in the only moment of her life when courage had been called for. She had stopped the boy from playing and no one knew it. They thought he’d stopped on his own because that’s what she’d told them back when she was telling anybody anything. She’d done something wrong and then she’d lied about it. And so no one faulted her. Not her daughter. Not the boy’s father.

The boy, that day, had listened almost too patiently, alert and without a word to say, while the piano teacher pointed out the parts of the piano and explained their functions. She’d sat him down on the bench and they’d flipped through the primer, a resource more for study at home than for lessons, and then she went over and pulled the curtains because the sun was angling in at eye level and she grabbed a pecan cookie to bring over to the boy, a trick she always employed with new students, a simple way to start on good terms. He was toying around on the keys, hitting them at random, softly at first and then surer. The piano teacher gently set the lid of the cookie jar back in place. She stood a moment and listened to the boy’s tinkering, envying him the experience of sitting at a piano for the first time. She could almost hear something organized in what the boy was banging out, an accident of the keys. She made her way across the room to him and when she was a step from the boy, holding out the cookie and reaching with her other hand to tap his shoulder, five gallant notes cut purposefully through the air and then were trampled under by a slow cavalry of low, weighted notes. The piano teacher lost herself. She couldn’t tell if the music she was hearing was fast or slow, angry or sad. She’d never heard this piece of music. There was surrender in it. Surrender to forces the boy knew nothing about. She couldn’t move again until the boy’s hands rested, a fraught pause in the song, and it was all she could do not to slam the fall down on the boy’s fingers. A breath rushed in through her nose and she smelled the pecan cookie, she smelled the boy’s hair which smelled of a clean attic, she smelled the hot dust on the windowsill cooling along with the ocean of sand outside. She lurched forward, her knee on the bench beside the boy, and pressed her palms onto the backs of his hands. The piano released a startled croak, and with that croak ringing on the air the piano teacher found herself catching the boy so he wouldn’t topple straight back off the bench and bust his head.

She had not asked for this type of student. She hadn’t even asked to have a good student. She’d been perfectly pleased with regular children who learned slowly and sensibly at thirty dollars per seventy-minute session until their parents decided they’d given piano a good enough try and let them take up high-diving or painting. She had not asked to hear music like that, the notes dragging with impotent hope. She had not asked to live in Albuquerque. She was never supposed to be in this damn desert and it wasn’t her that should’ve been the boy’s teacher. She had not asked for her gas-guzzling car. She had not asked to grow old.

In her wood-floored den, the room she’d been using for lessons, she approached the piano from a wary angle and sat on the bench without surrendering her full weight. She didn’t want to press the soles of her bare feet against the pedals, and so she kept on an old pair of sandals she wore around the house. The piano teacher turned her head and gazed out the big window that looked out into the backyard. There was an orange tree that had come with the house and that had its own private sprinkler that flipped on for twenty minutes each night. The tree kept getting bigger, but the fruits it produced were tiny and sour.

Twice in her life a piano had been taken from her. This one, though she was sitting at it, had been stolen from her by the incident with the boy, and long ago her childhood piano had been sold. The piano teacher’s father had once had money but then the piano teacher’s stepmother had come along and spent it. Her father had allowed this to happen, had downsized their house twice and given up his hunting trips. Eventually her father had to move them to Albuquerque and come out of retirement, and that was when the piano, a lovingly maintained Bösendorfer, had been liquidated. There was still a lake in Oklahoma that bore the piano teacher’s maiden name, but she had no claim to it.

She had never decided anything for herself. She’d been handed off from her father to her daughter. She wasn’t from this desert. She belonged in this desert as much as the orange tree in the yard. She’d once had piano, at least. Now she had the vigils but the vigils were not hers. She didn’t belong. The vigilers were more of these lost desert people, trying not to be lost. As long as you were in the desert, you were lost. You could forget for a time, but you were still lost. The piano teacher felt the same at the vigils as anyplace else. She felt separate always. She had a stale secret, she had stopped the boy playing, a secret she would never tell and was already tired of keeping.

DANNIE

She was up early, making breakfast for Arn, frying a pound of bacon and cutting up fruit. She had coffee brewing and she was going to put out an expensive bar of chocolate. The sliding door stood wide open, dry air washing in. Soon light would pour over the horizon and find Dannie’s balcony. The sun would arrive after the dawn was long done, dopey, drifting upward like a child’s balloon.

Dannie had moved to New Mexico about a year ago. She had lived in Los Angeles and now she lived in a town called Lofte in the middle of a desert basin, on a road once known as the Turquoise Trail, in the condo of a trucker. The condo was full of the trucker’s belongings—books about addiction, auto racing memorabilia. The trucker was around fifty, Dannie gathered from the pictures on the walls. The condo had a bunch of magnifying glasses and pairs of binoculars and a telescope. The telescope had been out on the balcony when dannie had moved in and she’d left it out there, slumping toward the scruffy fairways of the golf course that bordered the condo complex. The course was out of business and full of rabbit holes. Dannie sometimes gazed at the sky, but often she zeroed in on abandoned golf balls and read the tiny print on them, the handwritten initials.

Dannie had come to New Mexico after her divorce was final. She didn’t know whether to feel sensible or insane. She’d come to the desert planning to stay a month and return to California recharged, but a month had passed and then eleven more had slipped away and Dannie couldn’t bring herself to go back to her old life. Her old life wasn’t there anymore. She had a job she could do anywhere and a balcony to linger on and she was getting enough sleep, which all seemed sensible, but she was doing one thing in particular that a sensible woman did not do: she was trying to get impregnated by some young kid she barely knew. She’d gone off the pill and she hadn’t told Arn. She’d met this guy two months ago and he was practically a teenager and now they were living together and she was trying to conceive his child. Of course, it didn’t ever have to be his child. If Dannie got pregnant and didn’t want Arn to know anything about it, she could always break up with him and leave the area. She doubted Arn was attached to her. He was dazzled because she was older, but he wasn’t attached. He did whatever Dannie told him to do, but there wasn’t much he’d do without being told. He would rub her feet for a full hour if she told him to. He was attending a vigil with Dannie for a boy genius who’d fallen into a coma, spending one of the two nights off work he had each week in a parking lot because Dannie had told him she wanted company, because she couldn’t stand to lose a night with him. Dannie couldn’t tell what Arn thought of the vigils and she wasn’t going to ask. There was no talking at the vigils, and talking about them on some mundane Thursday afternoon wasn’t something Dannie was going to do. Arn didn’t like for anyone to be upset, and if he quit, he knew, Dannie would be upset. He would probably attend every vigil till kingdom come rather than get into an argument.

Dannie pulled the last of the bacon out of the pan and rested the strips on top of the others, a paper towel layered in between. She got syrup and ketchup out. What Arn did was put the bacon in the middle and put a saucer of syrup on one side and a saucer of ketchup on the other and alternate strip for strip. Arn struck Dannie as a carrier of desirable sperm not because he had lots of dazzling positive attributes, but because he had no negative ones. Dannie had come to believe it was more important to not be an asshole than it was to set the world on fire. Arn wasn’t stubborn, moody, jealous, fickle.

It was a few minutes till six. Dannie missed Arn in an embarrassing way, the way teenage girls and old women missed men. Lately she’d been breaking down crying at songs on the radio. And she craved gossip all of a sudden, something she had no dependable way to get because she no longer had any friends. She’d had friends in L.A. but she hadn’t spoken to any of them since moving to New Mexico. She wasn’t angry with them, hadn’t gotten into a spat or anything. She’d simply stopped calling them back or answering their e-mails. She’d opened a new e-mail account and had stopped checking her old one. Dannie had felt powerful and brisk, being able to stop friendships in their tracks like that. She’d isolated herself, had broken ties with L.A. Now, she knew, she was approaching the point of no return. If she didn’t get in touch with her friends to let them know she’d met a twenty-year-old kid and was trying to get knocked up, she’d never be close to any of them again.

She knew she was not going to call them. Something was wrong with her. She was going to let her friendships dry up and blow off. She was going to stand by and allow that to happen.

CECELIA

Professor Rose’s door was open a crack. He was Cecelia’s music history teacher. She peeked in and saw him at his computer, clicking around with the mouse. He was looking at women. Cecelia knocked and he shoved off from his desk, rolling across the small office on his chair. He pulled the door all the way open.

“Office hours?” said Cecelia.

Professor Rose frowned. “By all means.”

He opened a folding chair for Cecelia, then he sat back down. He didn’t get rid of what was on the computer screen, a couple dozen girls in bikinis.

“I need to drop your class,” Cecelia told him.

“Isn’t it too late?”

“Today’s the last day.”

“It’s not a demanding class, is it?”

 “I can’t study. I can’t listen to music right now.”

Professor Rose scratched the corner of his mouth.

“It’s Reggie,” Cecelia said.

“I know you guys were close.”

“We had a band.”

“I see.”

“We used to listen to the music for this class together.”

Each girl on the computer screen had her hometown and occupation under her picture. Three of them were from Scottsdale, Arizona. Professor Rose’s office was cramped with record albums. He had a well-trimmed beard that somehow made him appear more troubled than if he’d had an unruly beard.

“I’m sorry you lost your friend,” he said. “He seemed like a good guy. I don’t think I’ve ever had a friend die on me. I’ve had a couple betray me. I don’t know what I should say to you. I never know what to say.” He looked amused, not genuinely. “People just stop living. They’re alive one day and not the next. It’s very weird, when you think about it. Isn’t it? It’s so strange. See, I’m terrible at this.”

“No,” Cecelia said. “You’re not terrible.”

Professor Rose opened a drawer, closed it. “What instrument do you play?” he asked.

“Just guitar.”

“What do you mean, just guitar?”

“Guitar,” Cecelia said.

“That’s better.”

Professor Rose unhurriedly ran his eyes over the shelves and shelves of records. His screensaver popped on, obliterating the women.

“Drop my class if you wish,” he told Cecelia, “but you should still listen to the music. If you’ve really got music, then music is all you’ve got. Look at me. I could’ve been playing in bands the last five years or I could’ve been teaching at this shithole. They let me stay here for five years, using me on the cheap.”

Cecelia nodded, not really understanding what Professor Rose was talking about. She didn’t like feeling sorry for Professor Rose. She didn’t feel like she needed to feel sorry for anyone.

“I’m not going back to giving lessons,” he said. “No more teaching of any kind. They say it’s satisfying, but I have to disagree.”

Cecelia sensed she needed to make her escape. She should’ve dropped the class over the computer and been done with it. It had seemed like the right thing to do, to let your professor know to his face you were quitting his class, but Cecelia now suspected that was an outdated custom. She suspected she’d always been too concerned with following the customs.

THE WOLF

On his rounds, the moon high and shrunken above him, he encountered an injured bird. The bird was young and its wing was cleanly broken and when the wolf nosed in to examine, his breath on the bird, it did not wail in alarm. It was proud, perhaps. It shivered though there was never any wind over in this park, in this enclave where humans of bygone centuries had drawn their fears and their gratitude on the rocks. The young bird, the wolf knew, was likely the victim of young humans of the current century practicing at fun, young humans who were not afraid of nor grateful for anything. The wolf was stuck. He was trying to hear his instincts but if his instincts had been working he wouldn’t have to try to hear them. Normally he would’ve passed the bird without a thought, but he found himself considering the suffering of the little creature, found himself considering that the bird was young and proud and quiet. The wolf had to kill the bird. He wasn’t going to eat it because it would be a choke of feathers and brittle bones, but he had to kill it. The wolf gave himself a shake as if after a rain had caught him out in the open. There was no wind so the scent of the bird was gathering. The wolf looked up at the moon and it was even smaller. The bird’s eyes were set on the wolf. It had never seen a wolf and was never meant to see one. This bird was none of the wolf’s business. Its beak was a vivid yet translucent orange. Its feet looked disposable, not like they were meant to last a whole lifetime. They had, though—the bird’s life was at a close. The bird finally looked away. It was smaller than the wolf’s paw. The wolf realized suddenly that the bird, though tiny, was not young. The bird was fully grown and had survived a lot and that’s why it was proud. The bird was old like the wolf.

The wolf moved away a stride at a time, staring ahead at the silhouettes of the broken hills that marked the edge of the park, waiting for a new scent, and he even began to trot before he slowed and stopped again. He’d moved his body away but some other part of him was still standing over the bird. He turned, backtracking. He never backtracked. But he did now. He returned to the bird and without looking at the tiny animal he crushed the life out of it with his paw and shoved the carcass under a rock and fled.

The wolf darted through several clusters of half-built houses and then to make up time he cut through a vast shopping complex that had been built in the northern part of Albuquerque. He swiftly passed a bank of loading docks and then an area where plants were kept in pots and then a bunch of dumpsters that smelled like nothing, that smelled of steel and cardboard. There was a shop that reeked of cut hair and then the wolf rounded a restaurant and as he passed the back of it he noticed a radio sitting on an overturned crate. There were a bunch of other overturned crates and an ashtray that was empty because of the wind. The wolf smelled the humans inside the building. He smelled singular harsh liquids. The wolf did not know this area well and should not have been loitering. He sidled up to the dormant radio and tried to make sense of it. It was plugged into the wall and was producing only static. The back door of the restaurant was propped open and the wolf could see down a long, empty hall. He began nosing the big flat buttons on the radio and he found the one that changed the numbers on the screen. He was changing the station. The radio smelled like grease, which to the wolf was a clean smell. He changed the station and changed it again, trying to be gentle because each time he nudged the front of the radio it teetered. He heard voices and deeper voices and he heard human laughter. He heard music but it was drowned in static. He heard an organ, and a woman singing softly, and blocks of wood being tonked together. The static came in waves. The wolf didn’t understand enough about the radio. He looked behind him, into the open, and saw the parking lot give way to a pebbly field of nothing and he knew that beyond what he could see from this vantage the pebbly field gave way to a low road that led to the great, raised road. The wolf was far behind schedule. The business with the bird and now this radio. If the wolf was stopping here it should’ve been because he smelled food the humans had discarded. His rounds had once been his life, a duty that defined him, the most important part of him. The night had been everything and the day only a time in between that had to be tolerated. The wolf began poking all the buttons with his snout. There had been one red light on the radio’s front and now there were three. The noise was louder but still mostly hissing. There was chatter in several languages. Only when the radio clattered backward off the crate, skittering a bottle hard into the wall, did the wolf breathe full again. He knew what to do finally, knew to run away, to push himself to a righteous sprint that might get him to where he needed to go.

SOREN’S FATHER

When Soren had played that music and fallen into his coma, his father, along with his piano teacher, had been attacked as frauds. Among the attackers were the Catholic Church and also a big atheist who had a show on cable TV. Neither party had heard the music, but instead of tempering their positions, that fact only made them more vociferous. They said the fact that the music had not been released to the public was more proof that a scam had been perpetrated. The Catholics had released a tougher-than-usual statement that referred to Soren’s case specifically and then went on to condemn all false miracles. The atheist, who always had sweat on his brow and called himself a humanist, implored Soren’s father to come clean, implored him to admit Soren didn’t write the music, to admit that Soren’s father and the piano teacher had seen an opportunity when Soren had fallen unconscious and had swiftly, ruthlessly capitalized on it. Soren’s father had never done anything ruthless in his whole life, and had rarely done anything swift. And he’d said about a dozen words total to that piano teacher. He’d seen her briefly at the hospital when Soren was brought in and hadn’t heard a peep from her since—probably scared into hiding by that first rush of media harassment. They’d been gone a long time now, the news people, and Soren’s father hoped the piano teacher was okay. He remembered her clothes, a dressy kind of T-shirt and slacks that didn’t go all the way down to her ankles. She’d seemed frustrated, angry even.

The piano teacher taped all her sessions and she’d turned the tape of Soren’s session over to Soren’s father and to the authorities. The music was sixteen seconds long and then you could hear Soren falling and the piano teacher catching him. All that fuss over sixteen seconds of music. There’d been a meeting where three experts offered up their opinions. Only one believed it was possible that Soren had written the music, but all three agreed they’d never heard it before. Soren’s father had let it be known that he would not be selling the music or allowing it to be used for any commercial purpose, that it was Soren’s music and he could decide what to do with it when he woke up, and this was viewed by Soren’s father’s detractors as a strategy, a way to build mystery and hold out for a higher price when he finally did sell the music. Soren’s father was not going to sell the music. He hadn’t even listened to it but once. There wasn’t a whole lot to it. It was certainly sad, but most slow piano music was. He had the original tape somewhere safe and he tried not to think about whether or not his son was a genius. He didn’t know him as a genius. He knew him as his son, whose favorite food was olives, who couldn’t stand having a comb run through his hair, who enjoyed folding the laundry and making perfect squares out of T-shirts.

In the weeks following the lesson, about a dozen lawyers called Soren’s father. They called wanting him to reconsider his position regarding the music, wanting him to entertain offers, wanting to represent him if he was going to do any television appearances, wanting to know if he felt he was being slandered.

Thankfully, because Soren’s father had not gone on TV, had not accused anyone of slandering him, because he had stayed in the clinic and mostly out of view and in his worn jeans and windbreaker didn’t impress anyone as a mastermind, the media hoopla had died down. In place of attention from reporters, the weekly vigil had emerged. Soren’s father was not comfortable being the object of attention, whether the attention came from churches or TV hosts or anonymous Albuquerqueans, and he’d hoped the vigil would be a one-time thing, then a two-time thing, three-time, but it had been going for a month now and the attendees had grown from half a dozen the first night to close to a hundred. These people seemed to be on Soren’s side, but still they made Soren’s father self-conscious, down there peering six stories up. They made him feel there were things he ought to be doing that he wasn’t. On one level they were simply well-wishers, but they also had wishes for themselves that probably weren’t simple at all, hopes to get something out of Soren, and Soren didn’t seem to have anything to give. Apparently Soren had turned over everything when he wrote that music, music the vigilers had of course not even heard. The vigilers were shivering campers, and Soren was their fire. These people were cold in their souls, and if being near Soren offered them comfort then Soren’s father supposed that was okay. The vigils only meant Soren’s father had to close the blinds each Wednesday evening and that for a few hours he couldn’t go out to the landing and smoke. Soren’s father felt bad for the vigilers, really. They were waiting and didn’t know what for. Soren’s father knew what he was waiting for. He was waiting to get his son back.

DANNIE

Arn’s night off, and no vigil. Dannie was sitting with him at the kitchen table, the oven light casting shadows. Dannie had a bowl of cut fruit out, picking at it.

“I’m not going to start sleeping all day like you do.”

“I don’t think you should,” said Arn.

“Then how are we going to see each other more?”

“Quality, right?” said Arn. “Not quantity.”

 “I want you to go to sleep right now. I don’t care if you’re not tired. Tomorrow we’re spending the entire day together. We’re going around doing normal-people activities in the sunshine.”

“Like what?”

“The zoo, for one. And we’re going to happy hour.”

“What if I don’t feel happy?”

“You go to happy hour to get happy,” Dannie said.

“Oh, I see.”

“Eat some of this fruit.”

“No way.”

“It’ll go bad.”

“You can say the word ‘fruit’ all you want. Those are still just sugar-veggies.”

Dannie didn’t laugh. She gently chewed a grape. “I was lying when I said I was twenty-seven.”

Arn stuck his chin out.

“I didn’t want you to think I was old. I’m really twenty-nine.”

“Okay,” Arn said. “Lying doesn’t bother me. It’s not a pet peeve of mine.”

“The idea of dating an older woman. I was letting you…”

“You didn’t need to, but it’s okay you did.”

“Not a pet peeve?”

“Lies. The truth. What’s the big difference, really?”

Arn’s face was sober and untroubled.

“You’re not going to be mad at me, not even for thirty seconds?”

“The issue’s dead as Doris Day. Whoever that is. Or was.”

“But I was dishonest. It’s a betrayal.”

“You weren’t honest, but I don’t feel betrayed. Takes more than that to make me feel like someone betrayed me.”

“So you accept my apology?”

Arn nodded. “Twenty-seven, twenty-nine—either way you’re a broken-down old lady.”

 REGGIE

A guitar materialized, leaning in a stand right next to the piano. Reggie picked the guitar up and it felt at home in his hands, but he didn’t play it. He put it back on the stand. Whoever was running this show knew he was a musician, and maybe was trying to be hospitable to Reggie, giving him a way to pacify himself, but he didn’t want pacification. He hoped he wasn’t offending anyone—it was a gorgeous guitar, made of unstained white oak that smelled of broken nutshells—but in his predicament happy music seemed mocking and unhappy music indulgent. And writing music, making something out of nothing in the context of this void, would require optimism that Reggie did not at the moment possess. Reggie wasn’t ignorant anymore. There was plenty that was being kept from him, but he wasn’t ignorant enough to believe that writing a song had any point.

The guitar appeared, and then sometime after that, down at the dimmest end of the main hall, Reggie found a bar—a full bar with stools and all the paddles jutting up that showed what beers you could choose from. The liquor bottles were a wave of color against the back wall. There was a bowl of lemons and a bowl of limes and a cutting board and paring knife. All the little tools and shakers and specially shaped glasses. Reggie had never been behind a bar, and he stood back there but didn’t touch anything. He leaned with this hip against the back counter. Tending bar had always looked pleasant to him, a job that required practice but not originality, much like tending yards. The beer paddles were arresting in their variety but Reggie wasn’t thirsty for a beer. He’d never been much of a drinker. At parties he’d nurse from the same plastic cup for hours, and he’d rarely tried hard liquor. He slid open the drawers one by one and in the very last drawer found a baggie of marijuana and a small, heavy pipe. Like alcohol, Reggie partook in pot now and then but didn’t much enjoy it. It made him more talkative, he supposed, but that was about it. He slid the drawer closed. Reggie turned and looked the bottles over. Many of the brands he’d never heard of. There was a mirror on the wall behind the bottles and for the first time since he’d arrived in this place he saw his face. It was the same. It was an empty street that could’ve been either lazy or desolate.

 Reggie went and stood in the center of the main hall and peered up into the perpetual dusk, or maybe it was dawn. It was like looking into a weak headlight on a foggy night. Reggie kept doing his laps, trying not to pay attention to the speed at which he walked. He was barefoot and the floor was perfectly clean.

He tried to piece together his accident, but could not remember what might have caused it. He had a quick clip of the moment after, the tart smells of the wrecked truck, the glare of the sun off the scattered glass, his blood leaking out of him onto the seat. And he had the moment just before. He’d been humming a new song, had felt excited like always, and calm, and there’d been no one in his mirrors, not one car up ahead. He couldn’t call up one note of that song now, like it had been stolen. Not one note.

Reggie thought of women, and it felt different than when he thought about food. Food gave him no feeling at all, which wound up making him frustrated, but imagining women gave him solace. The feeling was simpler than when he’d fantasized in the living world, because now there was no pressure. There were no women around. He could think of them as a benevolent, plural entity. He wouldn’t have to approach a particular girl and say the correct thing. He didn’t have to feel hollow about the countless women he would never possess. Thinking of women was like thinking of sunny prairies. The backs of their knees. The tops of their feet. Reggie didn’t have to worry that he was wasting time with his reveries. Both waste and time were dead notions.

CECELIA

Cecelia agreed to meet Nate, the drummer, for dinner. He’d wanted to pick up sandwiches and eat in the barn behind his house, but that was where they used to hold band practice and Cecelia didn’t care to ever enter that barn again. It wasn’t really a barn. It was a spiffy backyard cabin. A brand new hot tub hung from its rafters on ropes because Nate’s dad hadn’t gotten around to having the thing installed. Whenever they’d played loudly, the hot tub would sway above them.

 Cecelia met Nate at a diner on Route 66, his backup idea. The only people who enjoyed the whole Route 66 thing were rich people who didn’t have to stay in seedy hotels and eat at crappy diners, people like Nate who found the idea of migrating because you were down on your luck quaint. Nate had a thirty-year-old car that was in gorgeous condition and Cecelia had a thirteen-year-old car that was an absolute piece of shit, and they both fit right in on Route 66.

Nate was waiting for Cecelia when she got there, out in front of the diner, leaning against a phone booth. Cecelia felt like Nate was already a complete stranger. They’d spoken only once since Reggie died. Nate had tried to explain why he wasn’t going to the funeral, and Cecelia had explained why she was. Nate didn’t know Cecelia had chickened out and sat in her car in the parking lot.

They went in and ordered burgers with green chiles. The table had a dozen condiments on it, a huddle of syrups and hot sauces. Nate looked cheated. The band had been his project. Reggie had been about as close to a friend as Nate could come.

“I wanted to meet because I need to know what your thoughts are concerning the band.” Nate struggled to get his straw out of its paper tube.

“Meaning what?”

“We need a new member. You got any ideas?”

Cecelia drew an impatient breath.

“You heard me,” said Nate. “This is what bands do. They reconstitute.”

“Another one-of-a-kind songwriter?”

“They’re around.”

“Reggie was the band. He was the architect and we were bricklayers.”

“You were his apprentice. Maybe it’s time to ply the trade. Maybe you’re the answer, right here under our noses.”

This was how Nate’s mind worked. Everything could be fixed by hustling. Nate had booked all the gigs and gotten local critics to review the band and had bought a bunch of equipment with his own money.

“I’m presently not touching my guitar,” Cecelia said. “That’ll make things tricky.”

 “You’re going to stop playing music?” Nate asked. “You’re going to take up jogging or collect stamps? Just keep going to those vigil things and waste away? That’s what Reggie would want?”

“Let’s leave Reggie out of it,” said Cecelia.

“I’ll put it this way. I’m keeping the band going and I’m retaining the name. So what I’m really asking is if you’re quitting.”

“Then, yes. I’m quitting.”

“Think it over. Let your emotions settle. Or better yet, leave your emotions out of it.” Nate looked out the window. There wasn’t much out behind the diner—some dumpsters and a sagging fence. Somehow you could tell the wind was blowing. “Our name has some recognition factor in this town, you know.”

“With a dozen people.”

“You’re underestimating us and you know it.”

“No one wants to hear us without Reggie and you know that.”

“They’d get over it. Just like us, they need to get over it. We can mourn Reggie the person, but Reggie the band member we’ve got to move on without. Lots of bands have lost a member.”

“Not one I’ve been in.”

They were quiet for a while, resting their cases, each testily examining a menu even though they’d already ordered. Eventually the waitress showed back up. She dropped off their food and Nate asked her if she’d heard of a band called Shirt of Apes.

“Shit of Apes?” said the waitress.

“Shirt of Apes,” Nate pronounced.

“I don’t think so. Y’all need anything else?”

Nate shook his head and the waitress left.

“That doesn’t mean anything,” he said.

Cecelia didn’t believe there was any decision to be made. Even if she’d wanted to keep the band going, where would they get songs from without Reggie? Nate had never written a note in his life and Cecelia was just another chick who had some complaints she put to guitar.

“Just have an open mind,” Nate said. “Can you at least do that?”

 “My mind is open,” said Cecelia. “It’s the topic that’s closed.”

When they were done eating, Nate paid the bill and they went outside. The air smelled cheap, like sand and rubber. Cecelia didn’t want to make plans to see Nate again. Without the band their paths might not cross, and that was fine. They said goodbye and Cecelia moved toward her car, but Nate followed her, trailing a few feet behind. Cecelia slowed and Nate caught up and walked her backward a step like they were dancing. He put her against her car with his body and leaned in with the unmistakable intent of kissing her. Cecelia squirmed, her breath misplaced, Nate’s eyes close to hers, the chemical smell of his hair all around. Cecelia could not stop their lips from brushing. She couldn’t stop a kiss of sorts from occurring before she jerked herself back against her Scirrocco, her elbow banging the window. She was flabbergasted. She looked at Nate, hoping for an explanation, but the look that came over his face meant that he had nothing to be sorry about. Cecelia tried to duck into her car but then remembered the driver door handle was broken. Nate didn’t give any ground and Cecelia had to sidestep away from him and circle around to the passenger door. She glanced over the top of the car toward Nate, and he was still standing there, almost jaunty, smirking at Cecelia uncharitably as she fumbled with her keys.

DANNIE

She needed to convince her body that she was settled in New Mexico for the long haul, so she finally started putting away all the trucker’s things. She carried armload after armload of clutter to the extra bedroom, a room she rarely entered, and loaded up the closet until it was spilling. She stacked pictures on the bed, constructed mounds of knickknacks on the floor. Soon the window was blocked with extra chairs and wall racks. Dannie thought it odd that a person who lived in the desert owned a mirror with a cactus and a wolf on it. That’s what people did, though. People who lived near the beach filled their cottages with shells. In cities, people jammed their lofts with sharp, efficient gadgets.

Dannie got the idea that the trucker, like her, had moved to New Mexico to escape. In his case it was probably alcohol or pills, in her case the wreckage of a failed marriage and a mother who’d found religion and was impossible to talk to. As Dannie piled all the trucker’s belongings into the extra bedroom, she wondered if he would miss any of it. Dannie wished she could throw it all out, take it to the dump and keep the extra room for a study or a gym. Maybe the trucker wanted rid of all this shit but didn’t have the guts to do something about it, to turn it all over to the gulls at the landfill. Dannie wished she could mail every picture and bookend and paper towel holder to people she used to know. She was likely missing a staggering number of showers and weddings and housewarmings. She was way behind on gifts. She took a photo off the wall in which the trucker was skydiving, his thick gray hair popping out of his helmet, and carried it down the hall and tossed it on the pile.

Later in the day, tired from rearranging the condo, she sat on her balcony with two rock-hard avocados in her lap. It was finally chilly enough to wear a sweater. Dannie was considering returning the avocados. The idea would either burn off over the course of the day, like the desert haze, or it would gather. She’d bought the avocados the day before. They were nowhere near ripe, and she wanted guacamole. She could always buy guacamole at the restaurant where she bought her little batches of sopapilla, but there was nothing like spanking fresh guacamole. If she were in L.A. and had bought the avocados at the supermarket she would’ve returned them in a heartbeat, but the store in Lofte was a mom-and-pop place and they needed every sale they could get. Mom and Pop were old. Their store was failing.

Dannie, as sometimes happened when she was alone at the condo, was having dark thoughts about Arn. She suspected he was using her for a place to stay. There was circumstantial evidence, namely that he didn’t seem to have had a place of his own when they’d met. He had a topper on his pickup and Dannie was pretty sure he’d been sleeping in the bed of the truck and keeping his stuff in the cab. She’d never asked him to move in. He’d slept over for several nights, taking sick days off work, then one day he’d stayed at the condo all day when Dannie went out, then before she knew it there was a stack of his shirts on the dresser and bacon in the fridge. He was fully moved in and had never had to bring stuff from anywhere else, hadn’t carried in any lamps or books or spoken of a broken lease. Dannie didn’t have grounds to be indignant, since she was basically stealing Arn’s sperm, but she had grounds for good old romantic worry because she’d grown to like the kid. She imagined him up at that sonic observatory where he worked, and hoped he was imagining her at the condo. The owner of the observatory kept a huge poetry book up there, like 700 pages. No novels, no magazines, no puzzle books. The idea was that when the aliens contacted us, the first thing they would hear was our poetry, our most worthy expression. Dannie pictured Arn vacantly leafing through the humungous tome, letting the stanzas drift into and out of his mind, preoccupied with thoughts about her.

She sniffed the avocados. They smelled like California. She didn’t want to live in California ever again, but she thought she’d like to take Arn there. For all she knew, he’d never been out of New Mexico. He was a good guy. She wouldn’t be worrying about his motives, she knew, if they were the same age. She doubted a kid his age could genuinely be interested in her, knew how to be interested in her. She had lied and told him she was twenty-seven, then come clean and told him she was twenty-nine, but really she was thirty-three. She was thinking of taking Arn to where she grew up and she couldn’t even be honest with him about her age. Every relationship Dannie had ever been in had been farcical, and this one was no exception. What had ever led her to believe she could be married? In Los Angeles, to a guy from Los Angeles? Dannie was glad she hadn’t had a baby there. The baby would’ve turned out like her, thirty-three years old and with no idea who she was. She wanted to have a baby in a place where it could grow up to be itself, where it could take each morning and afternoon and night as it came, where it could live like Arn, relying on instinct rather than twisting itself in knots with scheming.

Arn worked nights, at a place where they monitored outer space for sonic anomalies. It was a rip-off of a government site in another part of the state called Very Large Array. All Arn did was sit in a chair all night and watch meters. Arn felt this job suited him because he didn’t care whether aliens existed. He didn’t mind solitude. Arn went to work with a gallon jug of water every night and drank the whole thing before morning. He had a taut bulbous belly, like a toddler. He had two nights a week off, and Wednesday nights he went with Dannie to the vigils. In a way, those were their most intimate times, right next to each other in a drawn-out silence—no sex or suspicion or anything else. The vigils were a sanctuary, where no one had a past or a plan. It seemed like bad form to show affection at the vigils, but sometimes Arn would take Dannie’s hand and hide it in his jacket pocket so he could hold it, like something valuable he’d found on the street, a good luck charm, and this reminded Dannie of misbehaving in high school. Dannie hadn’t noticed many other couples. There was a pair who looked like grad students, the guy in a flannel shirt and studded belt and the girl always wearing tights and scarves that didn’t match. Then there was a lesbian couple who sat with their knees touching. At first Dannie had dragged Arn down to the clinic, but now he didn’t seem to mind going. He wasn’t a vigiler in his own right, not yet anyway, but if you went to the vigils you went to the vigils. No vigiler was above any other. No one was on probation, no one received gold stars. No one had to give explanations or listen to them. It was enough to simply want the vigils to continue, and Dannie wanted them to continue forever, wanted to keep meeting these same strangers smack in the middle of each week until the weeks ran out. She knew for that to happen, Soren had to stay in his coma. She wanted the vigils to continue and she wanted Soren to wake up healthy. The vigils were good news in Dannie’s life and they could only be stopped by other good news.

Dannie stood and positioned herself behind the telescope. She aimed it down the street, whisked past the Javelina, past all four stoplights, until she found the market. The old couple was out front, eating their lunch. They were talking, and then the old woman noticed something at her feet. Her shoelace was untied. The old man unhurriedly set his plate beside him on the bench and went down to one knee. The woman smiled faintly. He was tying her shoe. He was tying her goddamn shoe. There was no way Dannie was going to return the avocados. She couldn’t. She knew what she’d do instead. She’d break them open and get the pits out and plant them down below her balcony. She could water them from up here. She could root for them. Root for them to root. They’d be something to wait for, to invest herself in. This was another way she could convince her body she was settled.

THE GAS STATION OWNER

He turned off the radio, which always went to static this time of day. He had the disassembled parts of an old pricing gun on the counter, and he finally gave up on the thing and scraped the parts into a cardboard box with his forearm. From his stool behind the register he saw a slick sedan with California plates roll up to the nearside pump. It was that gal who was renting out Terrence’s place. She had on a cream-colored coat with a city look to it that she buttoned up as she stood by and watched a kid about young enough to be her son select low-octane and get the pump chugging. It wasn’t her son. The gas station owner already knew it wasn’t her son but after the kid got the nozzle set up the gal leaned him against the car and planted one on him. The gas station owner had seen the gal around but had never laid eyes on the kid. If he had his own car, he got gas for it elsewhere. The pair of them were still smooching, so the gas station owner averted his eyes. He idly tapped the keys of his adding machine, thumping out a nonsense sum. The truth was, it was nice to have a new couple in Lofte. The town didn’t get new couples. It didn’t get new anything. When the gas station owner had moved here, all those decades ago, it had been as lively and hopeful as any place. The turquoise trade had still been humming. Families couldn’t wait to take car trips across the desert in their station wagons. The gas station owner had thought he was making a bold change, making his own way in life, moving from predictable, peopled Albuquerque to this spirited basin outpost. The spirit was gone now. The money was gone. If the gas station owner tried to sell his house now he’d get about enough for a steak dinner and a beer. And he hadn’t even escaped anything. He was in the same old desert, living by the desert’s rules—still, in his heart, afraid of the desert. He’d never challenged it. He’d only taken an elk or two from the desert when an elk was offered.

When the Audi was full up, the couple came into the store. The gal asked for the restrooms and the gas station owner pointed the way. He got a jolt of pride about once a week when a lady asked to use his restroom because he kept it spotless. The gal disappeared into the back hall and the kid stepped to the counter with cash wadded in his hand. He stood there without saying anything, squinting against the light of the big window behind the gas station owner.

“What brings you all from California?”

The kid glanced out toward the car. “She’s the one from California,” he said.

“Oh,” said the gas station owner. “What about you then? What lucky burg has the pleasure of claiming you?”

“I’m from all over,” the kid said. “I guess I was born in Ohio or something.”

“Ohio. Never been. Is it nice?”

“Every place is the same,” the kid said. He wasn’t squinting anymore. “Some places it rains a lot and some places it doesn’t rain at all. Other than that, every place is exactly the same.”

“How are they the same?”

“Bunch of people acting like they know what they’re doing when really they don’t know shit.”

“I never heard it put like that before.” The gas station owner stood up off the stool. His knees weren’t what they used to be. He wanted to ask the kid more questions because the kid obviously didn’t want to answer them. “Did you all move out here for work?”

“I work at that observatory,” the kid said.

The kid counted out the money owed for the gas and put coins with it. He set it on the counter and the gas station owner left it sitting there.

“That place where they listen to the stars?” he asked the kid.

 The kid nodded.

“Aliens were trying to get hold of me, I don’t believe I’d take that call.”

“I want this too.” The kid picked up a bulky chocolate bar off a rack and put another dollar with the money.

“I’m Mr. Fair,” the gas station owner said. He offered his hand and the kid set his jaw and reluctantly shook.

The kid didn’t give a name, so the gas station owner asked him for it.

“Why do you want my name? What’s the point?”

“I’m a curious old codger. I’m a curious old codger and you’re a respectful young man. When we run into each other on the street, we’ll know what to say.”

“I could give you a fake name,” the kid said. “Give me a minute to think.”

“Everybody’s got a name and everybody’s from somewhere. And I don’t believe you’re from Ohio.”

The kid started unwrapping the chocolate. Without looking up, he said, “If I had a cozy spot in the world like this I’d never leave it, either. I’d stay nested in all day and wait for people with things to do to stop by so I could talk their ears off.”

The gas station owner chuckled. “Nobody gave me this station, you know. It wasn’t a gift.”

“I’m just saying, you’re really good at sitting inside it.”

“Thank you.”

“You got a talent.”

“And how about you? What’s your talent?”

“I’m a people person,” the kid said.

“Yeah, I was picking up on that.”

“Everyone’s got to make a cozy place, don’t they? Whatever way they can. You got your ways, I got mine.”

The gas station owner was impressed. The kid was like a plucky raccoon poking back at an old bear. The gas station owner tried to think of something else to say, something to confuse the kid, but then the gal came back out from the restroom, a placid look on her face. The kid broke the chocolate bar and gave the gal half, and she nuzzled his cheek. She said goodbye to the gas station owner and then the kid held the door open for her. The gas station owner watched the pair all the way to their car, leaning into each other and gnawing on their candy, but neither looked back at him. He lowered himself back down onto his stool and then sat still, his back straight, nothing moving inside the station except settling dust.

MAYOR CABRERA

He sat in the basement of the motel he ran, the Javelina, watching a movie about a mayor who slaughtered all the new people who moved to his town. The psychotic mayor looked like Colonel Sanders, and this was making Mayor Cabrera hungry for fried chicken. Fried chicken wasn’t something he cooked himself, and Lofte’s lone restaurant didn’t offer it.

The motel had two guests, two single men, and they were probably settling in for the night. They wouldn’t bother Mayor Cabrera. He wanted fried chicken but his nose was full of the scent of elk stew. He was sick of elk stew. The mayor on TV was holding a big cookout in the town square. Whenever he spoke loudly, addressing the crowd, his accent got Southern. The whole premise of the movie, to Mayor Cabrera, rang false. As mayor of a small town, you needed every new citizen you could get. You would never murder your own tax base, your own economy. If there dwelled within you homicidal urges that could not be suppressed, you would drive a couple towns over to do your killing.

Mayor Cabrera’s town, Lofte, was in trouble. Two guests? The business at the Javelina told volumes about the health of the town, and two guests in a night was not enough to break even. Mayor Cabrera didn’t want to be mayor anymore. Being the mayor of a healthy town was one thing, but being in charge of a doomed town, going down with the ship and barely being compensated for it, was another. Usually being mayor didn’t mean much more than sitting at the head of the table during town council meetings. The other members kept the budget, brought items up for votes. Soon enough, though, Mayor Cabrera would be called upon to lead. He would be looked to.

Mayor Cabrera stood and stirred the elk stew. He took his shirt off and sat back down in his undershirt. Mayor Cabrera wore button-front shirts adorned with Western scenes because out-of-towners seemed to like it. For town meetings or when the occasional Turquoise Trail bus tour came through, he even donned a cowboy hat. No one could pin down Mayor Cabrera’s ethnic background, not even him. He had some United States Indian in him and some Mexican Indian and some regular Mexican and probably some regular American. Lofte, which was mostly poor white, had elected him, he believed, because they considered his murky blend of heritage to be perfectly New Mexican.

The psychotic mayor in the movie was spying on a young couple playing tennis, licking his lips. Maybe the mayor was a cannibal. Maybe he was going to have another cookout and feed the townspeople their neighbors. The phone rang and Mayor Cabrera picked it up and said, “Javelina.”

“I’m in nineteen. I was wondering what the story was on room service.”

“That’s a very short story. Your best bet is the diner down the street.

They’re usually open till midnight. Or maybe eleven.”

“I’m watching this movie. I’m kind of in for the night. You don’t have anything down there? Any food I could buy off you?”

“I have some stew I could bring up.”

“Is it good? I got cash.”

“It tastes like stew.”

“I don’t want to miss what happens here. The guy who was Freddie in Nightmare on Elm Street is this crazy mayor. You ever seen this thing?”

“I think I have.”

“He’s wearing some kind of sash.”

“Why don’t I bring you by a bowl in a few minutes? There’s no charge.”

“I appreciate that. I got plenty of cash, but I sure like to hang on to it. I like to keep it right here with me.”

Mayor Cabrera saw the commercials ending and then the man told him as much. They got off the phone. Mayor Cabrera opened a cabinet and began hunting for some plastic bowls, wishing he hadn’t mentioned the stew, feeling suddenly uncharitable, feeling that every little thing he did every day of his life he did out of some pathetic idea of professionalism. He did what people asked because it was easier than thinking about what he really ought to be doing. He served and served.

CECELIA

For days the sky had looked like rain, but only this morning had it begun grumbling. Cecelia and her mother were in the living room, the windows open, the TV on.

“Driving the birds crazy,” Cecelia’s mother said. Her wheelchair was positioned in a way that allowed her to look through the kitchen and out the back screen door, toward her chickens. She didn’t need the wheelchair. It had once been her sister’s, Cecelia’s Aunt Tam’s, in the months before she’d died. Cecelia’s mother had taken it out of the hall closet where it had been folded quietly for ages and had opened it up and polished the hardware and buffed the leather. That was all fine, but when she was done she hadn’t put the chair back in the closet. She’d started sitting in it now and then, to watch TV, and in time it became the only chair she’d use. The husband Cecelia’s Aunt Tam had left behind still lived in Lofte. He was the mayor, in fact. He and Cecelia’s mother had once been thick as thieves, but now they rarely spoke.

“You ever think of getting a dog?” Cecelia said. She didn’t say, Like a normal person.

Her mother made a face. “They kill little critters and leave the carcasses on your porch.”

“Because they want to impress you and show gratitude.”

“With a dead chipmunk?”

Cecelia knew why her mother couldn’t get a dog. A dog was an actual personality to engage; the chickens were merely a presence, something other than nothing. They generated a busy, low warbling that sounded like far-off weather.

 “Can I make you breakfast?” Cecelia asked.

Her mother again made a face.

“How about oatmeal?” Cecelia started to get up.

“Not yet,” Cecelia’s mother said. “I’ll have something at lunchtime.”

“I’ll make you a bowl and if you don’t like it we’ll throw it out.”

Lately Cecelia’s mother barely ate. Cecelia saw her pick at dry cereal, but no real food. Her mother’s loss of appetite seemed planned. It was too abrupt, like she was making a statement.

A woman on TV laughed. The Home Shopping Network. The woman was brushing a cat. She had a big wad of fur in her hand, and was proud of it.

“What class you got today?” Cecelia’s mother asked.

“Poetry.”

Cecelia’s mother raised an eyebrow. “Did they tell you the secret yet?”

“What secret?”

“Of how to write poetry. There’s a secret to everything, you know. They don’t want you to think so, but there is. There’s a trick.” Cecelia’s mother held still, looking upward. Cecelia thought she was thinking about artists and their esoteric know-how until she clicked her cheek and said, “They’re not making a peep.” The chickens.

“I took the class so I could write good song lyrics,” Cecelia offered. She would’ve dropped the class when she’d dropped music history, because writing song lyrics was no longer in her plans, but she needed nine credits in order to keep her scholarship.

“I don’t care for lyrics,” Cecelia’s mother said. “Or people banging on drums. I like it when you play your guitar.”

“I know you do.”

“Why don’t you play something sugary sweet for me? Play it loud so the birds can hear it.”

“I’ll play for you,” Cecelia said. “I don’t perform for pets.”

Cecelia made herself get up and go to her room. She opened her closet and grasped the guitar by the neck. She would turn her brain off and let her fingers strum as she’d trained them to. Playing a song or two on her guitar was a small chore compared to explaining to her mother why she didn’t want to play, explaining about Reggie, explaining about the band being over and the class she’d dropped and the stunt Nate had pulled at the diner, making a pass at her, and the vigils she’d been going to where she would sit for hours with cold hands and a stiff neck thinking about fairness and fate, and that her piece of shit car, since Cecelia could now hear the rain finally falling, was going to leak and Cecelia would have to take towels out with her the next time she drove somewhere.

REGGIE

An oversized belt buckle showed up, sitting on the piano, and he recognized it immediately. It had been a gift from his uncle when he was seven years old. Reggie had worn the buckle for months and then finally his uncle had come to visit from Phoenix. Reggie’s uncle didn’t have kids. He was laid-back, unlike Reggie’s father with all his rules and his chart that kept track of chores and the little bank he’d given Reggie for the paltry pay he was awarded for the chores. Reggie’s uncle drank beer like he was in a commercial. He had a tan. Reggie’s uncle had cruised into town in a Corvette and parked it prominently in Reggie’s family’s driveway for the neighbors to gawk at. And Reggie gawked at it too, later, when everyone was inside, his uncle telling a long story about getting lost on a hike. Reggie went outside and looked in the open driver-side window of the low black car, and never had he seen or even imagined such a dashboard. The inside of the Corvette was a cockpit, like something out of Star Wars. There were a hundred controls. The driver’s seat was sunk down among the buttons and levers and displays. Reggie reached in and stroked the leather of the seat and then gripped the steering wheel. An air-freshener in the shape of a nude woman dangled from the rearview and Reggie leaned in the car trying to smell it. He didn’t dare open the door. His uncle came out of the house then to get something from the car and Reggie straightened up and took a step back. His uncle approached with that grin and rested his hand on Reggie’s shoulder, but as he went to pull the door open he stiffened. He stepped away from Reggie and pressed his eyes closed and then pointed to the door so Reggie would look. His grin was long gone. On the door were four or five neat scratches. It took a moment before Reggie realized the scratches were at the height of his belt buckle and understood what had happened. Reggie’s uncle was cursing under his breath. It occurred to Reggie to say he was sorry but he couldn’t because he’d never seen his uncle angry before. His uncle thumbed the scratches and shook his head, seeming to forget Reggie was there, and Reggie escaped around the house and sulked in the backyard.

Now Reggie touched the belt buckle but didn’t lift it off the polished wood of the piano. The buckle was a skull with wings, the skull smiling deviously. The next time Reggie had seen his uncle, the next big holiday, his uncle hadn’t had the Corvette and he didn’t seem as tan or carefree. It was easy for Reggie to see that he’d turned out a lot more like his father than his uncle. Reggie liked to work and didn’t care to impress anyone except the people closest to him. When he’d died he’d been driving an old Dodge truck his father had handed down to him.

Reggie turned away from the piano with the intention of leaving the main hall and almost walked into a bureau, broad and hunched-looking, close enough to the piano that when Reggie backed up a step they seemed like a set. He knew this bureau. It didn’t tower like it had when he was a kid, but he recognized it. It was his father’s. And here it was. His parents had new furniture now, but the bureau squatting mutely in Reggie’s space had been his father’s years ago. As a kid, Reggie used to sneak into his parents’ bedroom and creak the bureau drawers open and pore over the contents. There were boxes in the bureau and boxes inside those boxes. Jewelry that probably wasn’t worth much but that Reggie could think of as pirate treasure. Photos of relatives Reggie had never met. Car titles and birth certificates in baroque script. Tie pins and cigar cutters.

Reggie had stolen a buffalo nickel. He had no idea why he hadn’t simply asked for it, but instead he’d filched the old coin and taken it back his room and after that he’d never again picked through the bureau. The nickel had been old when Reggie had taken it and it was older now. Reggie had no idea where his father had gotten the nickel or what meaning it held. His father, if he’d noticed it missing, had never said anything about it. Of course he’d noticed it missing. Reggie, as he’d grown older, had often wanted to confess, to clear his conscience and have a laugh about it, but he never had. Now it was too late. He wondered if, when his parents were finally ready to sift through his possessions, they’d find the nickel in the old fire engine bank.

Next was a program from a chorus recital Reggie had performed in, perched in the piano’s music holder, which to that point had sat empty. Reggie didn’t touch the program or even look closely. He knew it by the yellow-winged birds on the cover. The program marked the first experience Reggie’d had with a girl. His memory was a plaything, he gathered. He’d known his afterlife was a plaything, but apparently his history on earth was too. Kimmy Susteran. She’d never spoken to Reggie before that day on the bus when she took his hand firmly in hers and guided it up under her white polo shirt. Reggie wasn’t going to indulge in this recollection. Someone wanted him to indulge, so he was refusing. He wanted to think about what he wanted to think about. He wanted to think about nothing and wait in peace for whatever he was waiting for.

THE WOLF

The wolf had begun his rounds early in order to see the humans gather outside the clinic building. He wanted to witness their arrival, and so he had crossed over from Golden to the outskirts of Albuquerque with the shadows still strong. This was an excellent way to get shot, but getting shot seemed a far-off fear, too obvious a fear. He padded past the old market and bellied under one of the trucks on the adjacent lot and saw as the first humans found their places under the weak, lofty lights. One at a time or in clutches they entered the quiet and hunkered in it, intensifying it. The wolf didn’t know what he’d wanted to learn, beating the humans to this spot. Soon enough he was waiting again, like last time. The cars appeared in a slow flurry and then everything was still. The wolf could hear confused lizards scuttling around outside the perimeter of the human presence, wondering what was going on. The wolf could hear a noise the moon was making.

The wolf did not enjoy these meetings. He did not enjoy watching the humans stifle their sneezes to preserve the quiet. They were young and old, these humans, men and women. None of them would laugh or cry. This parking lot, this hush, made the silly serious and the weak strong, but none of these humans would ever be as serious as the wolf. He was fascinated because the humans weren’t acting like humans, but there was nothing in this for him. And probably the humans were acting like humans—probably they were intentionally acting unlike themselves, which only humans would do. In some way the wolf could not detect, they were competing or bargaining.

It was not a struggle for the wolf to leave this time. He shimmied out from under the truck and galloped vacantly in the direction he always went. Like the moon, he saw everything, and seeing everything was the same as seeing nothing.

He galloped until he heard drumming, and when he snapped back into the moment he was startled to be in Rio Rancho. He could not recall his journey up the western flank of the city but he felt the fatigue of the journey. He tracked toward the drums, soon hearing other instruments too. This was music being made by live humans right this moment, deep in the night. He knew if he got close enough he would feel the music. It was the jubilant soundtrack of parades. The wolf was nearing the high school. He leapt a fence and crossed a grass field where he’d seen humans attempt to outrun each other. He snuck through a courtyard crowded with a thousand tiny locked doors and smelled the glue of books and smelled cotton and salt and the plant the young humans burned and inhaled.

When the wolf emerged from the school buildings he was socked by the thump of the drums and rising blasts of the horns and by the fragrance of the lush grass getting chewed under the boots of the band members as they pivoted this way and that. He took cover behind a closed-up concession stand. The bleachers were empty. The leader would stop the playing and raise his voice and then motion for the show to resume. The leader wasn’t wearing a hat like the others but he was wearing white gloves that seemed to glow. The wolf was enthralled and had no sense of what was behind him or whether he was obeying or defying his instincts. The music was so loud that for a moment he didn’t pay attention to the scents on the air. These arranged yet wild sounds would outlive the instruments that produced them and certainly outlive the young humans that played the instruments and the music would exist, somewhere, after even the wolf was dead and gone.

SOREN’S FATHER

After peeking to make sure all the vigilers had gone, he raised the blinds to the dark, petering foothills. His coffee had gone cold. It was hard to stand up straight. His back had begun to ache from the orange-upholstered armchair in the clinic room, but going out and locating a store and talking to a salesman and choosing and purchasing his own chair and having it brought up to his son’s room on the sixth floor was not something he was going to do. Everything was daunting. He had even been skipping his pushups. He wasn’t going to do them unless he could do the full two hundred, and when the time came to do them, after breakfast, light swelling into the window, he found that he was unable to get himself down on the floor. He thought he could already tell a difference, that his triceps were succumbing to atrophy. It didn’t take long at his age. He was even smoking less—one around midday and one after dinner and one late at night when he couldn’t sleep. The nurse who’d shown him the smoking spot, Lula, had switched shifts and the new nurse was too young and businesslike and made Soren’s father nervous when she came in, flashing her practiced smile, and shifted Soren so he wouldn’t get bedsores. Soren’s father had quit putting socks and shoes on his son each morning. He had stalled out on his science fiction novel, and he told himself it was because the shoddy sleep he’d been getting made his eyes ache. That wasn’t really it. The problem was that all the crises of the galaxy seemed either too large to fathom or too small to worry about. Things would work out in the book, and he didn’t feel he needed to know exactly how.

He knew how bad it was for him that he wasn’t running his lunch truck route. He had always run the route. It was the spine of his days. Everyone looked forward to seeing him on their breaks, waited for him and saluted him and marveled at how fast he made change. There were five trucks in his fleet, and only four were in use right now. Soren’s father’s truck was sitting in the parking lot, sand blowing into the grill and collecting around the tires.

Still nothing was wrong with Soren other than his coma. His vitals were strong. His skin was fine. No colds. No seizures. There would be no drama, no lesser trouble that might offer relief or distraction.

CECELIA

She was up in the booth. She had a view of four auditoriums, but only one was used at this hour, a class about architecture. This particular professor never needed anything complicated from Cecelia. He used an old-fashioned slide projector that never broke. The professor was very old, kindly. He was exactly what Cecelia believed a professor should be. He had white, mussed hair and patches on his sleeves.

A lot of the younger professors had latched on to the idea that they were doing something wrong if they didn’t utilize all available technology. They wanted to incorporate the Internet and show everything on big projectors that hung from the ceilings and could only be operated by remote control. They wanted every kid to have a laptop and have them all networked and downloading and everyone was supposed to wear headphones and use thumb drives. Despite her A/V job, Cecelia was not savvy in these matters. Whenever a professor had a problem that was over her head, she would go through the same routine. She’d shut the whole system down and power it back up, duck down and mess with some wires underneath the cabinet, press a few random buttons, put her hand to her chin and shake her head and say, “I’ve never seen it act this way before. Something’s really wrong with it. They’ll have to get a technician out here in the morning.” Usually the professors were understanding, but occasionally one would say, “I thought you were the technician.” So far, Cecelia’s boss seemed not to have caught on that she didn’t know the first thing about high-tech computer equipment.

Cecelia cracked open her poetry anthology and read a couple verses about small boys playing in backyards. The poems were hushed and reasonable and made Cecelia drowsy. There was another girl who was supposed to be in the booth with her this hour, who always helped keep Cecelia awake, but she hadn’t shown. The girl had a lot of friends and always came in with a different hairstyle. Her name was Marie.

Cecelia closed her eyes for a few minutes and then a knock came at the booth door. She looked down at the architecture class. Nothing was amiss. The professor was still pointing and lecturing.

“It’s open,” Cecelia said. She sat up straight and tucked her hair behind her ear.

A guy holding a pizza pushed the door back. He had a ponytail. “This is from Marie,” he said. “She felt bad about leaving you alone in here.” His T-shirt was bright yellow and it said YELLOW SHIRT across the front.

Cecelia was starving. She wondered if the pizza was meant as a bribe, so Cecelia wouldn’t tell their boss that Marie wasn’t showing up.

“She didn’t have to buy me a pizza,” Cecelia said.

“She didn’t,” said the guy. “I owed her a favor. I had some other deliveries on campus.”

“How do you know Marie?” Cecelia asked.

“Lots of ways,” said the guy. “She couldn’t make it because she came down with temporary fatigue syndrome.”

“Oh,” Cecelia said.

“People are always trying to be funny, aren’t they?”

Cecelia nodded.

“I won’t accept a tip from you because you didn’t order the pizza. No tipping on gift pizzas. That’s my policy.” The guy turned quickly, swooshing his ponytail, and was gone.

Cecelia slid the pizza box in front of her and opened it. She ate two wide greasy slices and felt like she’d never want to eat again. Now that she was full, the pizza didn’t smell good, so she set it outside the door. The architecture class was winding up. Next there would be a biology class in the east auditorium and a political science class in the north.

The phone rang. Cecelia got up and carried it over near her chair and set it on the counter. It was so loud it was ringing itself hoarse. Cecelia lifted the receiver.

“A/V booth,” she said.

“Amway.”

“Hello?”

“It’s Nate.”

Cecelia hadn’t spoken to Nate since the incident at the diner. “How’d you get this number?” she asked.

Nate breathed sharply. “Isn’t that a boring job?”

Cecelia had noticed that whenever Nate felt guilty he acted meaner than usual.

“What do you make, like nine dollars an hour?”

“Look,” Cecelia said. “Don’t worry about the other day. It’s a weird time. No big deal.”

“Why would I worry about the other day?”

“No reason, that’s what I’m saying.” She wanted to be civil. Nate was probably more messed up than he would ever let on over Reggie. Reggie had been the kind of person who, though he was good at everything, didn’t inspire jealousy. He made people feel satisfied with themselves.

“Thought you’d be happy to know, I’m giving up the name Shirt of Apes,” Nate announced. “I decided I better take the opportunity to shake the old fans—try to get some new ones, normal ones, maybe people with money to spend.”

“Uh-huh,” Cecelia said.

“You probably won’t be as happy to hear I’ve decided I’m going to use our old songs for my new band. I’m having tryouts this weekend and whoever I pick, I’m going to teach them our songs and we’re going to perform them live for pay. As part of a new, currently unnamed band. Just to be clear.”

“You mean Reggie’s songs.”

“Since you’re on sabbatical or whatever, and I don’t suppose Reggie needs them for anything.”

“You mean you’re going to steal Reggie’s songs because you can’t write your own.”

“Call it what you like.”

“I am. I call it stealing.”

“I could justify taking the songs until the cows come home. Anybody can justify anything. It’s what separates us from animals. It’s a waste of time, though, isn’t it—sitting around justifying when there’s so much to be done? It’s not easy starting a band, you know?”

Cecelia felt frozen up inside, but she heard herself talking. “There’s got to be a way I can stop you,” she said. “Legally.”

Nate snorted. “You won’t do that. You won’t get a lawyer. Reggie didn’t have the songs copyrighted or anything.”

“Copyrighted?”

“Yeah, that’s what you do if you’re smart. You copyright intellectual property.”

“You’re an evil person, Nate. I know that’s not news to you. I’m pretty disgusted I was ever in a band with you.”

“You needed my capital and hustle. Power, I call it. You needed my power.”

Cecelia didn’t say anything. If she had said something, she would’ve expressed her wish that Nate had died, not Reggie. She wasn’t going to say something like that. It was true, of course. If someone had to get in a bad car accident, it should have been Nate.

“You didn’t have to quit,” Nate said. “I’m not going to be penalized because you don’t feel like playing anymore. I invested a lot.”

Cecelia’s heart wouldn’t slow down. The only victory she could salvage, at the moment, was not letting Nate know how badly he’d upset her. She was telling herself, almost in a chant, that she wasn’t going to let Nate have the songs without a fight, but right now she wanted to appear calm, merely disappointed. She wasn’t going to get a lawyer, true, but she also wasn’t going to do nothing. Nate would probably get the songs, she could already see that, but she wasn’t going to let him out of this unscathed. She was tired of being above things, of putting up with things. She saw that there were people who attacked and people who got attacked, and that the only way to keep from being a victim, like Cecelia perpetually was, was to do some attacking.

MAYOR CABRERA

Once a month he went to visit a professional lady named Dana. Dana was semi-retired. She had a few steady clients and rarely tried a new one. Dana was the only woman Mayor Cabrera wanted. He certainly didn’t want a young woman. Dana had short, straight hair and prim little feet that Mayor Cabrera liked to hold in his hands. She was always wearing a different pair of glasses and when she laughed she straightened her back and crinkled her nose. She didn’t laugh a lot. She always seemed vaguely pleased but if you wanted her to laugh you had to earn it. Mayor Cabrera dreaded the day Dana would say she was quitting the business and he would have nothing to look forward to, nothing bright to think about while he passed the hours at the motel. He shouldn’t think about her quitting, he knew. These monthly jaunts were meant for relaxation, not fretting. It wasn’t only being with Dana in bed; it was getting out on this empty, pebble-shouldered road and absorbing the slaps of the rushing air, doing something that might be wrong, something strictly for himself. It was skipping dinner and accepting one of Dana’s cigarettes and staying up until the stars faded swapping stories.

Mayor Cabrera was driving in the opposite direction of his worries, away from Lofte, where more and more people seemed to sense the town was going under. People were sniffing it on the wind. Some would move away, get out while the getting was good, and this would accelerate the town’s demise. The lifers, the ones who’d raised children in Lofte, would stay. They’d expect Mayor Cabrera to work a miracle. They’d think that since he had reddish skin and smelled earthy, he’d know how to fix everything. But the only fix was money, and no one had any. The truth was the town had been in decline for twenty-five years. Longer. Denial was the only defense against it, and denial was finally running low. Maybe Mayor Cabrera would work a miracle. Maybe Ran and his followers would move to Lofte.

The old racing grounds loomed up, nothing left but two sets of weathered bleachers staring each other down over a weedy flat. Mayor Cabrera remembered when they’d raced dogs, even horses. Now the place was a ruin. Compared to other ruins it was brand new, but it was a ruin. Mayor Cabrera was still five minutes from Dana’s villa and he felt his worries losing steam already, their urgency flagging. He felt his neck loosening up, his breaths filling his whole chest. When he was with Dana, he felt that being alive was enough. Being alive was an achievement and a reward and an end in itself. Maybe that religious group would come to Lofte and save the town and maybe they wouldn’t. What if they spurned Mayor Cabrera and went elsewhere, to Oklahoma or wherever? Would he have another date with dana? Yes, he would. What if the motel went under? Would he still get to press his mouth against Dana’s ear? Yes, he would. No matter what happened, nothing was going to stop him from sitting up with Dana after the rest of the world was asleep, Mayor Cabrera peacefully spent, a happy cliché, nursing the tart gin drinks Dana mixed and telling and hearing of times before he and Dana had known each other, enjoying the old stories all the more because he was in a story that moment.

REGGIE

Sometimes he jogged, like a person concerned with health, and sometimes he slowed to a despondent shuffle. His laps didn’t mean anything but that didn’t seem like a reason not to do them. On the bar one day he noticed a box, a slim green box sitting there where a drink would’ve sat if Reggie ever drank. He opened the box and a harmonica was inside. He took the harmonica in his hand and turned it in the weak light, the instrument winking at him. It was more lustrous than the bar implements and it was the perfect weight. Reggie breathed neutrally into it and it produced a whimper.

Reggie carried the harmonica back over where the piano and guitar were and set it down in its own space on the floor. Here was something else, sitting up on the body of the piano—a framed picture. Reggie turned the picture toward him and took it in. His chest felt crowded. It was a picture of a house but more importantly it was a picture of a yard. Mr. Dunsmore’s yard. He was a friend of Reggie’s parents who lived down the street. When Reggie had gotten old enough and realized what he wanted to do for a living, this man had given Reggie reign over his almost-acre. The deal was that Mr. Dunsmore would not pay Reggie, but Reggie had an unlimited budget to put toward the property. Mr. Dunsmore added Reggie’s name to his tab at the nursery. Mr. Dunsmore had never had a son, just a string of daughters, and he taught Reggie to play chess and taught him some things about grilling. Mr. Dunsmore tried to let Reggie win at chess, but Reggie had no aptitude for the game. He wasn’t strategic and didn’t like to think about more than one thing at a time.

Reggie leaned against the piano and examined the picture, picking over the landscaping choices he’d made like someone picking friends out of an old graduation photo. This yard was his masterpiece, his pride. A yard wasn’t like a song; it wasn’t catching lightning in a bottle. A yard was like a person. It could grow distinguished. It could be dragged down by its flaws. Mr. Dunsmore would let the yard go now. He wouldn’t let anyone lay a hand on it. The yard was surely in disrepair already, but in this photo it was perfect: hemmed at each side by hand-watered ironwoods, a smoke tree hiding the shed, arrow-straight pathways through the blackbrush, an agave guarding the porch steps, pebbles of cloud-gray surrounding the garnet pumice in the flower beds. Reggie could smell each plant. He remembered the smell of Mr. Dunsmore’s deck shoes and remembered the perfume Mr. Dunsmore’s youngest daughter wore, home on weekends from school down in Las Cruces.

 Reggie was letting it happen again. He was being manipulated, his emotions guided and coaxed. Someone wanted him to think about Mr. Dunsmore and his yard. Reggie looked at the bureau. He’d stashed the chorus program and the belt buckle from his uncle in the top drawer. He looked at the guitar and harmonica. The bar had appeared. Before all that, the library. Of course, the piano. It had been here waiting on Reggie when he arrived and it was still waiting. Reggie slid the picture of Mr. Dunsmore’s yard out of the way and folded his top half forward onto the piano, resting his cheek against the wood. It looked grainy but was slick as a car hood. Reggie closed his eyes and went limp. He was supposed to write songs. That’s what he was being nudged and nudged toward. It was songs. He wasn’t waiting. Whoever was in charge was the one waiting. Whoever was in charge had been trying to tease songs out of Reggie, to trick him into writing. That was it. Reggie had a talent and someone wanted to exploit it or exhaust it. Reggie wasn’t waiting, he was being held captive. The instruments weren’t meant to comfort him. They weren’t hospitality. Even the afterlife wanted something from you. The only thing of value you had left.

Reggie took the picture of Mr. Dunsmore’s yard and placed it in the top drawer of the bureau with the other items. He stood in front of the open drawer. There was something bubbling up in him that he’d rarely felt in the living world. It was anger. Anger at injustice. At powerlessness. He picked up the harmonica and squeezed it almost hard enough to break it. Inspiration was being engineered in Reggie. He was a cow and his udders had been getting massaged since the moment he arrived. Reggie tipped his head back and gazed up into the inscrutable low sky that constituted the roof of his quarters. He wasn’t even sure he had more songs. What if he didn’t? Reggie wondered if the songs were a simple bribe—his music in exchange for a pleasant eternity. Maybe heaven was like a third-world country, you had to grease a few palms. Reggie had died free of debts and he didn’t owe anyone anything now. He wasn’t going to be bullied. He hated a bully. His anger was everywhere, in his organs. He felt that something inside him had been wound and wound as he completed lap after lap around the main hall and now that something was spinning loose. That’s how he felt on the inside but he concentrated on keeping his outward bearing calm and deliberate. It was easy to forget, until something reminded him, that he was being watched, and he wanted whoever was watching to be startled by what he was about to do. He put a shoulder to the bureau and gently moved it away a few paces and then carried the guitar in its stand to a safe distance. He ran his hand over the piano and then hoisted and propped its heavy lid. He got hold of the bench and raised it over his head. It felt neither heavy nor light, same as the harmonica had felt to Reggie, same as a good gun had always felt, back in life. Reggie sidled around and gathered his breath and brought the bench down with all the force he could muster into the innards of the piano, and a sour shout filled the room. Reggie felt good about what he was doing, relieved, after walking in circles for ages, at the physical decisiveness of the action he was taking. He disentangled the bench, drawing moans from the piano, and posed with his weapon above his head before crashing it down over and over into the delicate workings of the colossal instrument, splintering the soundboards and bashing loose the bass strings and then the treble strings and jarring the bridges loose at painful angles. The red leather of the bench was scuffed and in two places torn open. Reggie was sweating lightly. He took a couple more whacks and then tossed the bench into the piano, where it rested on top of the rubble it had created, legs sticking into the air.

CECELIA

She opened her passenger door and reached through the car and pushed open the driver’s door, which was still broken and was going to stay broken, then she walked around and got into the driver’s seat and rested her forehead against the steering wheel. Crossing campus, she’d seen a flyer Nate had pinned up. He was calling his new band Thus Poke Sarah’s Thruster. His tryouts were in two days. Cecelia opened her window and reclined her seat, not ready to be in traffic. She looked at the white sky, the sun stuck up there like the bottom of a pail. She hadn’t done anything about Nate, hadn’t taken any action, hadn’t begun to figure out what action she could take. She was afraid, was the truth. At times her anger felt stronger than her fear, but other times she felt paralyzed. And sometimes she wondered if it was Nate she was angry with or if she was fed up with the whole world and frustrated with herself. She had too many enemies. She needed to find some mindless courage. People said bullies were cowards but that wasn’t true. It was the victims who had no courage. And she’d only been Nate’s victim since she’d refused to keep on with the band. Before that, she’d benefited from his single-mindedness and from his resources. She’d been afforded the chance to perform music, to play Reggie’s songs for people who lived to hear them. Maybe in a weird way Cecelia missed Nate. She missed the gigs. She missed the band’s following, roughly a dozen fans who’d been committed enough to seem deranged. The twelve fans had been nervous around Reggie but spoke easily to Cecelia and Nate. They treated Cecelia and Nate like they were fans themselves, fans that got to play in the band. These people were overqualified community college types who showed their devotion by holding their heads against the speakers during the upbeat songs and solemnly swaying, eyes shut, during the slow numbers. They wore gloves to the shows—driving gloves, brightly colored mittens, fingerless gym gloves. They had a way of intimidating strangers who wandered into the venues. Nate had tried booking gigs in secret, with little or no publicity, but there was no escaping these fans. They had told Cecelia and Nate that if Shirt of Apes ever had T-shirts or bumper stickers or key chains made, the items would be rounded up and destroyed. The items would be confiscated and burned.

Cecelia started her car with the normal clattering of the engine and drove to the cemetery. The roads were quiet and the cemetery was quieter. She brought her car to a stop in the spot she’d sat during Reggie’s funeral. The breeze leaning in the windows carried the scent of flowers—all the bunches of cut, surviving flowers lying this way and that in every corner of the cemetery.

This time Cecelia got out of her car and walked out around the hill. She was finally going to pay her respects. She passed a pickup truck with an open trailer of lawn equipment, and half-a-dozen men were eating sandwiches, using the pickup’s hood as a table. They nodded as Cecelia passed. She looked at all the flowers everywhere. It wasn’t a normal amount. The bouquets looked like a mob that had been mowed down with machine guns.

Reggie’s grave, this time of day, was not in reach of the shade, and Cecelia was able to single it out because the stone was so shiny. The glare gave him away as recently deceased. The stone was simple, not small. It seemed like Reggie himself, no interest in pride or regret. Cecelia’s heart, for a moment, did not feel crowded in her chest. She wanted something to do with her hands. She saw now why you brought an offering, why flowers covered the entire grounds. It was so you could make a living action, be responsible for an alteration to the scene you’d entered, do something.

Cecelia stepped up to the gravestone and put her fingers to it and it wasn’t as cold as it should’ve been, like the skin of a snake. Seeing Reggie’s full name there, recorded in the most permanent way, sunk the idea of his being dead further into Cecelia’s heart. Once your name was engraved, you couldn’t do anything else. Your file was closed. No more accomplishments or kind lies. No more people to meet for the first time who might think you were interesting or merely nice or that you might rub the wrong way. No more books to read. No more midnight snacks. No more songs. Cecelia wanted to talk to Reggie. No, she wanted him to talk to her. She wanted to hear his voice, but she would’ve settled for watching him do something, anything—wrap up extension cords or tune a guitar. She owed him. It was easy to feel that. Cecelia owed Reggie.

She looked at the year of Reggie’s birth and at the other year. She knew a century from now someone would stop at this grave and feel nothing more than the broad sadness anyone felt at the death of a young person they’d never met. This someone would shake his head, thinking of himself at this age, thinking of himself when he was poised to come into his own. It didn’t have to be a century from now, Cecelia knew. It could happen tomorrow.

 SOREN’S FATHER

A strange thing had happened—strange to him, anyway. Women were interested in him. Soren’s father had his cell phone number changed but the women still called the clinic asking for him, sometimes lying to try to get to him, claiming to be his sister or niece. It wasn’t a bunch of women, but the same persistent handful over and over. They left baked goods and smokes at the nurses’ station. Women did this sort of thing, Soren’s father knew; they fell in love with prisoners and movie stars and other men they’d never met.

He hadn’t been with a woman since Soren’s mother, and he knew that was not a good thing. It was proof of cowardice, if anything, and usually there was a price to pay for cowardice. He knew he ought to spend less time in the clinic room. He ought to spend less time with no one for company but his indisposed child. It was much worse than being alone, being in the clinic room. He panicked at the idea of thinking of things to say to some woman, topics to bring up on a date or whatever. As things were, at least he never had to worry about what some woman felt like eating for dinner, about what time some woman wanted to go to bed, about what offended or placated some woman. He had enough to worry about and he could do his worrying on his own. These women were primarily interested in his son, he knew, and he didn’t want to discuss his son with anyone, especially anyone in high heels, but he kept catching himself drifting off at Soren’s bedside thinking about these women, imagining what they looked like—their legs and supple necks and petite hands. He went over and stood at his son’s bedside, feeling unsure of anything. Soren had a wild hair sticking out from his eyebrow. A coarse gray hair that wasn’t lying flat with all the others. What was he doing with a gray hair? Soren’s father thought of plucking it but he didn’t want to. He smoothed it with his fingertip over and over until it stayed in place.

DANNIE

She’d discovered a worthwhile use for the telescope on the balcony. In some craggy hills beyond the wrecked golf course, probably over a mile away, was a stretch of hiking trail. dannie tracked the hikers in and out of shadows, staying with them as they passed behind bristlecone thickets or permanent dunes and emerged on the other side. She had seen women take dumps, men toss beer cans into the brush. Today she had three males, about twenty-five, stoners but outdoorsmen. They had their shirts off and all of them were skinny like rock stars. One had a booklet and he kept reading passages out of it that made the other two laugh. They were the types of guys who had no one to answer to, no bosses or girlfriends or accountants or coaches. They were walking through life without shirts, cracking themselves up.

She went in and opened her old e-mail account, the one she’d used when she lived in L.A. She could close the thing, cancel the account’s existence, rid the universe of it, but she hadn’t yet. That was too final. The number next to the word INBOX was in parenthesis and was very high. Maybe it was full. Dannie, looking at this e-mail page, felt a perfect mixture of curiosity and dread. She didn’t genuinely care who had gotten married or who else had gotten divorced or who was moving to New York or New Zealand or who was going back to school for interior design or who had breast cancer or whose parents had died or who wanted to be sponsored for a charity 10-K or who’d opened a Pan Asian restaurant in an up-and-coming neighborhood or who’d worked on a movie that was going to Sundance or who’d gone fishing in Mexico. And Dannie had especially low interest in hearing any news about her ex-husband—whether he was dating someone or was in jail or gay or what. Dannie pretended he no longer walked the earth, and it worked for her and she was going to keep pretending that.

She hit CHECK ALL and slid the cursor to the DELETE button and then she waited. She couldn’t tell what all was going through her mind. She stared straight into the screen and the next thing she knew her fingertip pressed down. She hadn’t given herself permission to do this. Her hand had taken it upon itself. It couldn’t have, though. It didn’t work that way. Dannie had made a choice. It was easy for her to do the rest of the pages. CHECK ALL, DELETE. Over and over. Dannie kept going until she had zero new messages. She guided the arrow up the screen and signed off, then set the computer aside and stood unsteadily, feeling worried but proud. She found some things to straighten, some things to dust, kept her arms and legs moving as long as she could. There would be nothing on TV. She didn’t feel like reading.

A vacant hour passed, lost. Maybe two hours. Dannie’s fertile time of the month had come and gone and she was not pregnant. Nothing had happened inside her, she could tell. Nothing in her body. In her mind, though, things were happening that should not have been. Sometimes Dannie could not elude the thought that Arn might not be real. He might not be a real person. He had no e-mail account and no phone number. Dannie and Arn never went out and so she never saw other people talk to him. He had clothes and some possessions, but Dannie could’ve planted that stuff. When your mind put itself to work on a delusion, it built in reasonable explanations for things, for why you might not be able to go out in public with a person and see other people talk to him. The person could work nights and be a homebody who was perfectly happy to spend his time only with you. There would be a reason why you couldn’t remember getting to know the person, why you could only remember not knowing him at all and then knowing him as you did now. Dannie could’ve dreamed Arn up and then loaded her fridge with bacon.

THE GAS STATION OWNER

He closed at nine each evening and then, before he went home, spent a couple hours out behind the station drinking whisky on ice. There was a nice view from behind the station, and sometimes when he was too sober his house made him lonely. The moon was out and the desert floor seemed to glow. It was near midnight and still the silhouettes of the mountains that buffered Sandia could be seen. The gas station owner used less ice as the night wore on. The aching in his joints had subsided.

The gas station owner, earlier that day, had been reading a book about Oppenheimer and his gang, the atomic set, all the scientists who had been assembled from Europe. The gas station owner was jealous of people who got consumed with something, who could fall prey to an obsession of the mind, some intellectual entanglement that kept them up at night. The gas station owner was a practical person. He could think abstractly, but not in a productive way. He wished he could wander around in a stupor, his body lost but his mind focused, neglecting food and all hygiene. The gas station owner was currently drunk. That much was sure. If he was going to walk around in a stupor, it was going to be from Evan Williams.

The ice in the cooler was frozen together in one big chunk. The gas station owner arose and ambled into the back of the station and retrieved a butter knife. He sat and chopped at the ice until enough was broken off to make another drink—at this point, a few shards. Every night he told himself he needed an ice pick and every day he failed to endeavor to locate one.

The gas station owner had decided he wanted his nickname to be Shade Tree. These were the thoughts the whisky gave him. He didn’t want to be addressed as Shade Tree; he wanted it on his gravestone, and wanted to be buried under a big cottonwood. A suburb called Rio Rancho had sprung up north of Albuquerque and the gas station owner had seen in the paper that they were getting ready to dedicate a cemetery. It was not easy, in the desert, to find unbought gravesites under consequential trees. The gas station owner made a plan to call the place in the morning.

He heard a car pull in out front. It happened a couple times a night. The driver would get out and examine the pump, searching for a place to slide a credit card, then curse a bit and maybe spit, then continue on down the road because that was all that could be done. The gas station owner liked to think, in this day and age, that people still ran out of gas. He wanted to live in a world where that still happened. The gas station owner did not fool around with credit cards. This hurt his business, but not that much. He hadn’t heard a door slam, hadn’t heard the car out front pull off. In a minute he’d have to walk around and check it out, make sure some idiot kid wasn’t vandalizing the place, make sure it wasn’t a drunk who’d pulled off and passed out. The gas station owner slurped some whisky. It tasted like sugar-water. It tasted like stale tea. Clouds passed in front of the moon and the desert floor lost its luminescence. The gas station owner turned his head and someone was standing not ten feet from him, a tall man with thick hair and a baseball cap. The cap was sitting up on top of the hair. The gas station owner stood spryly, sloshing whisky on his sleeve. He faced the man, letting the man know he was alert, drunk but not too drunk.

“Help you, friend?”

The man looked over as if he’d just noticed the gas station owner, as if he’d sleepwalked out here. “I doubt it,” he said.

The gas station owner was not shaken. He was prepared to gently guide this man back to his vehicle or to fight him. The guy had on some kind of khaki outfit. There was a patch on his sleeve.

“You own this station?” he asked.

“Free and clear.”

“You Jay Fair?”

“People call me Mr. Fair when they’re standing on my land.”

“I’m here about the illegal shooting of some elk, Mr. Fair. Seems not everybody respects the seasons. Not everybody in the world follows the laws passed by their legislators. That may come as a shock to you.” The man still wasn’t looking at the gas station owner. He was looking off at the desert night. “You know anything enlightening about that topic?” he asked. “The topic of elk poaching?”

“I’ve never seen a rent-a-cop up close,” the gas station owner said. “I never go to the mall, so…”

The man wanted to smirk. He tapped the patch on his sleeve, which said FISH & GAME. The guy had something tied around his wrist, some type of animal call.

“Is that a whistle?” the gas station owner asked. “Do you have a whistle?”

The man had turned his head farther away. He was looking in the opposite direction of the gas station owner.

“What’s so interesting out there?”

“Nothing,” said the man. “I don’t like looking at poachers, is all. It makes me sick to look at a poacher.”

 The gas station owner performed a sigh. “Poacher” seemed a trumped-up term for somebody who caused an occasional trespassing elk to become dinner. Obviously this ranger guy thought he was something special. That was why he was poking around in the middle of the night instead of during business hours. He thought he was some desert hero. The gas station owner wasn’t going to ask about the late hour. He was going to pretend it was noon instead of midnight. “Look, I’m pretty busy with my whisky. How does this go? How long do you keep staring into space and making accusations? I could get insulted and demand a duel, if that’ll speed things along.”

“You’re not permitted to mention fighting a duel to me,” said the man. “That’s threatening a state employee.”

“Your checks say State of New Mexico on them and you’re proud of that?”

“You got a nice setup here.” The man took his hat off his hair then squeezed it back on. “Real nice.”

“So I’ve been told.”

The man cleared his throat in a way he believed was meaningful and walked off. After he turned on his heel the gas station owner only heard his first few steps. He wanted to call after the man, but kept his peace. After a minute, the car could be heard. It ran smooth—a well-kept government car. The gas station owner sat back down, not sure he wanted more whisky. Maybe he was done for the night. Maybe it was time to head home. That ranger or whatever he was probably wouldn’t be back. He’d wanted to let the gas station owner know he was aware, wanted to scare the gas station owner. And maybe it had worked. The gas station owner didn’t hate the idea of getting mixed up with the law, but he also didn’t love elk meat. He’d taken it because it was there. That’s how he lived his life—accepting what came along—and now they were hassling him even for that. He was tucked away, living a nothing existence, and the world still couldn’t leave him be. The desert wasn’t aiding or abetting him. It was goading him. The desert couldn’t wait to give him up, even to some uniform from the city. There was no man the gas station owner feared, but the desert could put a shudder into him. That true loneliness, that lack of ill will. The desert had no respect for him. It wasn’t goading him. It was going to stay quiet and unfathomable. It was a distracted murderer, this land they all lived on. The gas station owner was drunk, but these were the right thoughts.

SOREN’S FATHER

He’d let the mail build and now was reading it all in one afternoon. Mostly crazy people—a woman claiming to have conceived her daughter immaculately, a young man from Japan who’d written a song for Soren. Several were professional requests. A lady at a college in California was doing a study. A guy in Boston was working on a book about extraordinary children and wanted to focus a chapter on Soren before the coma, on his everyday habits and personality. Of course, support groups had sent literature. And someone had sent a prayer shawl, though Soren’s father didn’t know what religion it was for or how it worked.

Women told their winding stories, some calling Soren’s father an inspiration and deeming Soren an angel. These women considered themselves mystics, considered themselves misunderstood. And then there was one that seemed different, succinct and confident, from a woman in Santa Fe who thought Soren’s father might need a break from the clinic and wanted to keep him company when he took that break. This woman’s way of wording things was neither rash nor sappy and she didn’t say much about herself except that she would be around when Soren’s father decided he wanted a comrade for a couple hours—someone with whom, she said, to duck away from the gusts and flash floods of life. I’m not going to claim to be normal, she’d written, but I will report that this is the first letter I’ve written in years.

Soren’s father slipped this woman’s letter under a sweater that was folded on the dresser, and the rest of the mail he carried down the hall and dumped into the trash chute. He walked down to the nurses’ station and told the nurse behind the desk, a plump gal with perfect fingernails, that he didn’t want any more of his mail, that he wanted it thrown out. The nurse drifted back from the counter in her rolling chair and slipped a blank sheet out of a printer. She told Soren’s father to write his request out and sign it, and he did so, his fingers feeling untrained, childlike.

“I’m not sure if we’re allowed to dispose of mail,” the nurse said. “I hope we are. For some reason, that sounds like fun.”

CECELIA

The wind had done something to the TV antenna, leaving Cecelia and her mother with one fuzzy network and two religious stations. Cecelia wasn’t about to mess with it. Her mother was the one who sat in front of the set all day, and apparently losing the bulk of her viewing options wasn’t going to change that. Cecelia wanted her to show some interest in getting the antenna fixed—even calling Cecelia’s uncle, even getting out the phonebook and flipping to TV repair, even just getting upset about it. Her mother almost never watched the network. She watched the church channels. On one people were always giving testimonials and asking the viewers to sow a financial seed, and on the other scores of black folks in robes sang all day, their arms outstretched to the heavens. Cecelia’s mother had received brochures from these channels. She’d mailed off for them. The brochures sat in a tall pocket on the side of the wheelchair. They were gaily colored, on heavy paper. Once you were on the mailing list they had their hooks in you.

Cecelia went in to her bedroom and closed the door. The semester was winding up and she was not excited about the prospect of having nowhere to go for three weeks, of having to manufacture excuses to leave the house. She could say she had band practice, since her mother still had no idea that her band was gone. She could say a lot of things. It wasn’t like her mother was going to give her the third degree. So long as she had her stupid chickens and her unnecessary wheelchair, Cecelia’s mother wasn’t going to do much detective work concerning her daughter.

Cecelia cleared some things off her floor, then began taking down each one of her postcards, a steady line of them that spanned all four walls at about head height. There were over a hundred. Cubist prints. Album covers. A boxing ape. An old lady with an Uzi. The postcards had been meant to inspire Cecelia’s songwriting. She didn’t need them anymore. She was through creating. She was doing nothing, a tourist in the war of her life. She let the postcards fall, one by one, into a garbage bag, dropping the pins into an old sneaker and then into its mate. The postcards felt like nothing in the garbage bag. They had taken her years to compile and now they were nothing. Cecelia tried not to look at them, tried not to have parting moments with any of them. All the postcards down, her room larger and brighter now, she rested the sneakers, stuffed with pins, inside the garbage bag. She’d won some ribbons when she was young, for debating. She couldn’t think of anything less important to her now than debating. She had a couple soccer trophies, though she’d never been any good. There were other items, certificates and plaques. Cecelia took it all in the one bulging bag out to her car and drove up the old Turquoise Trail, the bag next to her in the passenger seat, rippling in the wind.

She got out and toted the bag through the cacti. There wasn’t going to be a ravine or a cliff. In the desert you couldn’t get rid of anything. The desert held what you gave it until people from a different era came poking around. Everything was a fossil from the first day it existed. Cecelia took the sneakers out and set them aside, then rested the bag under an embittered evergreen shrub. She told her fingers to let the bag go and they obeyed. She loosened the laces of the sneakers, dug a little hole with her foot, and poured the thumbtacks in, covering them back over and tamping like they were seeds.

REGGIE

The main hall shrunk and the library and bar both vanished completely. Even though Reggie had not sat and read a book—had only skimmed them in order to busy his hands and hear the sound of flipping pages and smell the failing glue—he missed the library. It had been a cozy alcove. In the main hall the perpetual dimness was trying, but in the library the same light had seemed soft and drowsy. Reggie hadn’t had one single drink at the bar but he missed it now that it was gone. It had been the only color outside the red leather of the piano bench and the big reading chair. He especially missed the perpetually ripe lemons and limes. Where the archway leading into the library had once been there was now concrete painted thickly gray. The library may still have been there for all Reggie knew, just inaccessible now, blocked off. Where the bar had been there was simply empty space. Reggie thought the floor looked faded, but that could’ve been in his mind. It reminded him of when he’d fix up a rich guy’s yard, a lawn, irrigated at great expense, and there’d be a kayak or something lying there and when you picked it up the grass underneath was sickly and pale.

Reggie’s laps around the hall were shorter now and took up little time, but they helped him empty his mind, a difficult thing to do when you were trying to do it. He walked backward for variety. He marched. One day he came around what he considered the last bend, the stretch where one lap ended and a new one began, and he stopped stock-still when he saw that the piano had been repaired. Reggie stood in silence for a minute and then approached the piano and stood before it like someone who’d worked his way to the front of a line. To be honest, he was dumbstruck. The piano seemed to have been restored to the exact condition it had been in before Reggie destroyed it. It wasn’t new now; it was still old but perfect again. Reggie could feel that he was smiling. He couldn’t tell if he was amused or if he was smiling in menace like the skull on the belt buckle his uncle had given him. The bench wasn’t fixed. The bench was scuffed and gashed. Reggie pushed it out of the way and stood directly in front of the piano. He brought the tip of his finger down on an A-sharp and to his ear it was precisely in tune. Reggie didn’t touch another key.

The light in the hall seemed to have dimmed even further, but like the stain left by the bar this could have been in Reggie’s mind. Or maybe his eyesight was faltering. Reggie had intermittent success denying it, but almost always now he was frustrated. Frustration was his baseline emotion and there was little to do about it except take it out on the tools. Reggie gripped the harmonica and reared back and hurled it straight up into the shadows and waited the moment or two that passed before it zipped back down and crashed to the floor. The harmonica was broken. Reggie shrugged. He left the thing lying on the ground, knowing it would likely be fixed. Reggie wasn’t sending a message this time like with the piano; he was breaking things because it felt good. Reggie was vastly disadvantaged. This was a game of patience and his opponent had an infinite supply. His opponent would win. You couldn’t beat a higher power. But also, somehow, it made no sense to give in. It made no sense not to extend the fight.

Since the moment Reggie had found himself in this hall—after perishing in the middle of a lovely day while humming a lovely new tune he couldn’t now remember—he’d been muttering to himself the way anyone did when alone. But now he got down flat on his back on his mat and openly addressed his captor. He spoke clearly without yelling. What he wanted to know was what bad thing he’d done, what important thing he’d left undone, to be singled out. He’d never once in his life on earth wished to be singled out. Had he wasted a talent? Had he broken sacred rules? What insidious problem had he been a part of? What duty had he shirked? Reggie asked his questions and then listened to the quiet swell up behind them.

He started to hear a buzzing, a low interminable ring, a noise similar to the ringing the morning after a show, but deeper than that, as if it had been planted in his head, as if it would grow rather than dwindle. Reggie was being harassed. He would be shoved and taunted until he gave up his songs.

The hall was shrinking even more and could no longer even be described as a hall. It was a room. Laps were now absurd. Reggie’s mat was gone and the floor was cold. There had been no temperature up to now, but the floor was growing chilly under Reggie’s bare feet and under his back when he laid down to rest. He rested in the spot where his mat had been, and it didn’t take long before he’d be shivering. He would’ve given anything to sleep like the living, to sleep like he used to, to be warm under a blanket and feel a slight hunger but be unwilling to get up for a snack because the bed was too cozy. He thought of what the morning felt like after a night of sleep, a steamy shower, a big breakfast that required a series of decisions—what kind of toast, how you wanted your eggs, bacon or sausage, hash browns or home fries. If the bar returned Reggie would’ve had a drink. He’d have an Irish whiskey with one ice cube in it because that’s what his father drank on the rare occasions when his father drank.

Reggie had never been stubborn when he was alive and suspected he was only faking stubbornness now. There were a couple things he did well and took pride in, but winning for the sake of winning had never interested him. Winning had never filled him with joy and losing had never devastated him. He’d played chess with Mr. Dunsmore to be polite, but had never been invested in the outcome. He’d put forth enough effort in school because everything went smoother if you earned good grades, but receiving a C had never gotten under his skin.

It was principle that was causing him to resist writing songs. Reggie hated bullying. He had never bullied nor allowed himself to be bullied and he didn’t want either end of it now, but at the same time he was starting to understand that if ever there were a place where principles were mute, this was it.

He didn’t know a thing. He was staggering around in a tight circle, humming. The only way to drown out the buzzing, which seemed to emanate from the direct center of Reggie’s brain, was to hum. And what humming led to was not lost on Reggie.

CECELIA

It was Christmas Eve, but nothing in the house would’ve told you that. Cecelia and her mother had never been huge on holidays, but they usually at least put a ham in the oven and hung a couple wreaths. They hadn’t even driven over to the Hispanic outskirts below Albuquerque, a tradition of theirs, to admire all the driveways lit with candles in stiff white bags. Cecelia’s uncle, who she hadn’t spoken to since last Christmas, wasn’t stopping by this year. He had a bunch of guests at the hotel.

Outside it could’ve been any time of year. The TV was set to the one network they still got, to a show about people who wanted to be inventors. This week the inventions had a holiday theme. The judges were mean to the contestants but nice as pie to one another.

“This teenager on the news.” Cecelia’s mother set aside the flimsy basin newspaper that still got delivered to the house every week. “He tried to commit suicide by drinking Woolite.”

Cecelia was a teenager, for another couple months. She didn’t feel like a teenager. She felt, when she was around her mother, like she was the parent and her mother the kid. This woman had taken care of Cecelia for the better part of two decades and now, what, she wanted the favor returned?

“He threw it all up. It was too gentle to do any damage, just like they advertise. Teenage boy.”

Cecelia picked up the Rubik’s Cube and gripped it in her lap.

“Teenagers,” Cecelia’s mother said. “You almost have to admire them.”

“Almost,” said Cecelia.

“Last night a bunch of them painted fake petroglyphs in with the real ones.”

“They should go to jail.”

“I’ve never known the difference between petroglyphs and hieroglyphics.”

“Hieroglyphics are in Egypt and they tell complex stories. Petroglyphs are here and they look like something high school kids could do.”

“While I’m thinking about it, can you get my yearbook down from the attic?”

“Your yearbook?” said Cecelia.

“They didn’t invent high school especially for you, you know?”

“The attic?”

“You’ll see it. Pop your head up there and it’s over to the left.”

Cecelia placed the Rubik’s Cube, already sweaty from her palms, onto a cork coaster. A man on TV was pleading. He was wearing some sort of helmet. Cecelia had been waiting for her mother’s spirit to resurface, getting her mother up each morning when she was barely awake herself and half the time running late, and there simply wasn’t a course being run. Things didn’t even seem to be getting worse. Her mother was going to slouch in the wheelchair of a dead woman, incrementally losing weight and idly making small talk until—until when? Now she wanted to look at her old yearbook? What did that mean?

“Something wrong with you?”

“I’m ship-shape,” Cecelia said.

Her mother made an indignant noise.

“Actually, I’ve got to go.”

“Where to?”

“I need to be somewhere. Else.”

Cecelia’s mother looked at the clock, her eyebrows raised, then resignedly rested her gaze on the TV screen. She wanted to protest, to say Cecelia shouldn’t be running off on Christmas Eve, but because she hadn’t put up one stocking, didn’t receive a channel airing a Christmas special, hadn’t had the stove on all day, she didn’t have ground to stand on.

“Well,” she said. “Get my yearbook.”

Cecelia barreled up Route 14, not sure where she was going. She knew that whatever happened during the night, she’d wind up back at that house by morning, dragging her mother out of bed. She felt taken advantage of most every day. The afternoon that Nate had called and harassed her in the A/V booth she’d vowed to go on the offensive, but she hadn’t. She hadn’t confronted Nate. She hadn’t openly confronted her mother. She had her car to escape to, her bedroom, the vigils. She didn’t attack. She evaded.

Cecelia pushed the gas pedal down farther. The evening sky was brackish with light. She slowed for some roadkill, then went even faster, as fast as her falling-apart car would go. The more wind she could get whipping in the windows, the less she could hear the cranky noises her engine made, the latest of which sounded like a Styrofoam cup being crumpled. Pebbles were pinging hard against the oil pan. With the speedometer at ninety and the car not willing to push it any higher, Cecelia let off the gas. She slowed rapidly. The noise of the wind evaporated. Soon everything looked familiar again. She saw a stately adobe mailbox in her headlights and pressed the brake and swung onto a driveway. It was one of the unused mansions, low but sprawling, a lot of logs incorporated into the structure. Cecelia kept her lights on. She didn’t hit the gas or the brake. She rolled around the back of the house, feeling powerless against the momentum of her car, expecting motion lights or dogs or something. When she shut down the engine, she felt off the grid, away from herself even. She wasn’t a normal college girl who got to live on campus and worry about diets and dating. She wasn’t a member of a band. She wasn’t a daughter in good standing.

She got out of her car and walked up to a huge screened porch and tried the door. It seemed locked at first, but Cecelia kept jiggling the handle and it popped open. She felt like a criminal, an element of the night. Everyone else in the world was ensconced in holiday warmth. The air inside the screened porch was different. Chlorine. Cecelia strolled around the pool and then sat at a dinette set. These people kept a stark pool area. There was a cactus-shaped thermometer hanging up, and a humorous placard about peeing in the pool. The owners had probably never been here. These were the decorations that came with the house, to get you started. Cecelia put her feet up, then set them back down.

She sensed movement. She turned her head and saw a guy descending a flight of shallow steps, and there was nothing to do but stay still and seated and try not to turn red. The guy saw her and made a noise. He was holding something, a lit joint. He looked down on Cecelia with an open expression, like the world was full of reasonable explanations. He was acting cool or he was cool. He glanced at the joint in his hand, peered out toward Cecelia’s car. It was hard to say who’d been caught in something.

“Evening,” Cecelia said. She was still in the chair. “No harm meant. Just having a sit-down.”

The guy wasn’t much older than Cecelia. He was a little nervous, but mostly he seemed ready to be amused.

“I assume I don’t know you,” he said. “I don’t really know anyone around here. Are you a vandal?”

“Not as of yet.”

“Is anyone with you?”

 “No, that’s the whole point,” Cecelia told him. “I was looking for a place to be alone.”

He drew on his joint, then settled stiffly into a chair, still peering out through the screen. “I guess I ruined that for you. I guess you’re not alone now.”

“Where’s your car?” Cecelia asked.

“Garage. That’s where I left it, anyways.”

“I’m not here to steal anything. I was just, you know…”

The guy shrugged. He held out the joint and Cecelia declined.

“Our garage is full of my mom’s crap,” she said. “I forgot cars could go in garages.”

“Fortunately, no moms live at this house.”

“I thought these places were all empty.”

The guy squinted, holding in smoke. “Usually is, but I have an internship.”

“I better get one of those,” Cecelia said. “Seems like what everybody’s doing.”

The guy let the smoke leak from the corner of his mouth until there wasn’t any more. “I believe you. You’re harmless. You were looking for a place to chill out. You’re not dangerous, I can tell. Either that or, you know, I’m wrong.”

The tension was already drained out of the situation. This guy didn’t really know how to be tense. He came from rich, healthy, relaxed stock. Cecelia told the guy her name. She watched him pull a baggy of trail mix from his pocket and drop it on the table. She’d thought it was going to be more pot but it was trail mix.

“I started walking out that way today,” he said, pointing by raising his elbow. He extinguished the joint, then tucked what was left of it behind his ear. “I guess you’d say I was hiking. The problem with the desert is there’s not really a trail and you don’t know when to stop. You don’t know when it’s okay to turn back.”

“You could go until you almost couldn’t see your house anymore. That’d be pretty far.”

 The guy took a good look at Cecelia, like it was his right. He slouched to the side in his chair in order to see her bottom half. “I started hearing coyotes,” he said. “That was the end of the hike.”

Cecelia took a big whiff of the chlorine air. A wind swept through the screen and Cecelia made sure not to show she was cold. She didn’t want the guy to get her a blanket or a coat.

“Where’s your internship?” she asked.

“This place that puts out a catalog of catalogs.”

“What do you do there?”

“Actually, I don’t want to talk about work when I’m high.”

“I bet you don’t do much of anything.”

The guy nodded, like he was too adult to take Cecelia’s bait. “You ever see anyone make a citizen’s arrest? In real life, I mean. Could I citizen’s arrest you for trespassing right now or would I be the one doing something wrong by detaining you?”

“No one’s arresting anyone.”

“Is it even a real thing, though? A citizen’s arrest.”

“Give me some cash,” Cecelia said.

The guy squinted again, like when he’d been holding in the smoke.

“How much you got in your wallet?”

“A hold-up,” the guy said, coming around to the idea, failing to stifle a grin. “Like the Old West.”

“They have hold-ups everywhere.” Cecelia stood and put her hand out.

“You’re supposed to have a weapon.”

“I don’t need one. You’re going to give me some money. It doesn’t have to be much.”

“I think I got twenty-seven bucks.”

“Hand it over.”

The guy laughed to himself. “You should be careful. Not everybody thinks it’s cute to get mugged on Christmas Eve on their patio.” He went ahead and dug out his wallet. “I’ll give you twenty-five. The place I get coffee in the morning only takes cash.”

“Tomorrow’s Christmas.”

“I’m working Christmas. That’s how you get ahead.”

“Weren’t you born ahead?”

The guy flattened the money and arranged it so it all faced the same way. “Yeah, but I’m going to get more ahead, just like my dad did, and his dad.”

Cecelia took the bills from the guy’s hand, his face expectant, like Cecelia was going to do something, like he was going to get a show for his money, some parting words. She turned crisply and walked toward her car, finding it difficult to stride normally. The guy was going to miss her when she was gone. It felt good, finally retaliating against the world a little bit. It was a step. She wrapped the money around her finger and slipped it into her pocket. She didn’t know if she wanted to hurry or if she wanted to saunter.

SOREN’S FATHER

Hers had been the only letter he’d responded to. Something in the way she expressed herself failed to make him anxious. She wanted things from Soren’s father, she’d admitted, but wasn’t going to trick him into giving her any of them. She was going to get them fair and square. She thought it took years to get to know a person, so what did it matter how you met? What difference did it make what caught your attention first? Soren’s father felt a sensation that was familiar to him from when his wife had come along, a feeling of being taken in hand, of giving way to a person with superior romantic expertise. He was grateful to be pursued, and even grateful to himself for allowing the pursuer to succeed.

Soren’s father had read the letter over and over and then finally called the number at the bottom, the day after Christmas, standing out on the secret smoking landing but not smoking, and only when the woman answered the phone and greeted him did he know that her name, Gee, was pronounced like the letter G. Soren’s father normally spoke on the phone only to resolve simple dilemmas related to his lunch truck business, but Gee began asking him questions and, a surprise to himself, he knew how to answer the questions and so she asked him more questions and before he knew it he’d been on the landing forty-five minutes. Gee did not avoid the topic of Soren. She surrendered her belief that there was indeed something magical about him, but in this day and age a person’s magic was nobody’s business but his own. She mentioned she was divorced, but Soren’s father didn’t dig for details about that. She lived in Santa Fe. In her younger days, she had been head chef at a Chinese restaurant. As soon as Soren’s father had begun to feel a creeping embarrassment at how long their phone conversation was lasting, with the first stars becoming visible in the semblances of holiday dusk, Gee said they should probably get off but that she wanted to take him to dinner the next night. Soren’s father had gone back inside then, feeling that the longest Christmas of his life had finally passed. Christmas Eve had been awful, thinking of how excited Soren would’ve been at bedtime, his head full of Santa Claus. Christmas day had been grueling, listening to forced celebrations from other rooms, watching his turkey and dressing grow cold on the table. And the feeling had lingered right on into the next day, that feeling of being without happiness while others counted blessings. But at long last, with something new on the horizon, something new to be occupied with, Soren’s father felt that Christmas was done.

So here he was, waiting under the carport at the front of the clinic for a white van. It was the time of year most people were with their families, resting up and taking stock. Soren’s father’s family was on the sixth floor and Soren’s father’s lunch truck business was suffering without his day-to-day involvement and he was about to go on a date for the first time in years because he knew he needed to. Soren’s father could see his truck over against the far fence, lording above the cars. He knew he should go start it and let it run a minute, but he wasn’t going to do that. It was the same lack of will he felt when he wanted to do pushups. He didn’t want to smell the inside of the truck, the odor of grease and dust, a bad smell that was also comforting. He didn’t want to hear the engine knock around and then settle, didn’t want to picture Soren sitting on his knees at the other end of the bench seat, his face turned toward a window full of endless faded sky.

Soren’s father spotted the van. It was certainly white. It was one of those old vans, not a minivan. Gee was two minutes late. In his business, two minutes late was a crisis, but for most people it was the same as right on time. Soren’s father found himself short of breath when the van made the turn and rolled under the carport. He felt rooted to the cement. Gee hopped down from the driver’s seat and strode over and hugged Soren’s father. His feeling at seeing her was one of muted elation. He’d seen nothing but the sixth-floor nurses for two and a half months. Gee’s teeth were white, same as the van. She wore a loose sweater and had cool eyes.

Gee drove them down out of the city, Soren’s father watching the clinic until it was a spot of light among many. This was the farthest away he’d been. This was farther from the clinic than his house was. The night would be cold, Soren’s father could tell, but his palms were sweating. He looked at Gee, driving with both hands locked onto the wheel like they taught you as a teenager. There were no rear seats in her van and the space was taken with rods and couplers and sacks of bolts. Soren’s father asked about the supplies and Gee said she was helping someone set up an art gallery. Her tiny earrings were glittering in the light from the dash.

“I meant to buy you flowers,” Soren’s father said. “I forgot.”

“I don’t believe in buying flowers,” Gee said. “I believe in letting them grow wild and happening upon them.”

She pulled onto a gravel lot next to a tall, restored home. She explained that the chef lived upstairs and used the ground floor as a dining room. The chef’s two daughters were the waitstaff. Aside from a potted poinsettia on the front walk, there were no holiday decorations, and this pleased Soren’s father. There were no menus either. Small glasses of beer were brought out and Soren’s father realized he hadn’t had a beer since Soren’s coma.

“My only hope for tonight is that you can relax a little,” Gee said. “You’re the kind of father that needs to be forced to worry less, and I’m going to help with that. The first thing is, loosen your grip on that little black phone.”

Soren’s father set the phone on the table, and then he picked it up and put it in his pocket.

“Are you supposed to sip this or something?” he said, holding his little beer.

Gee shrugged. “Chug it if you want.”

Soren’s father tipped the glass back and emptied it, then flagged down one of the daughters to bring him another. The beer came out and soon after that an appetizer.

“I should put this on the lunch truck,” Soren’s father said. “See how the guys down at the paper processing plant would like some confit.”

“That’s a thing,” Gee said. “Trucks with gourmet food on them. They drive around the downtown office buildings. It makes the lawyers feel alive, buying a meal in cash off the back of a truck.”

“What makes it a confit, anyway?”

“They cook it in its own fat,” said Gee. “The French will do anything to an animal. A lot worse things than confit.”

The main plates came forth, trout that had been cooked on a wood plank and a salad of beets and cactus flowers and different puckery cheeses. Gee ordered wine but Soren’s father stuck with more beer. The food was ridiculously better than the lunch truck food or the clinic food. No denying it. He had the vague feeling of being in someone else’s life. His wife had been good at living, but he could already tell she had nothing on Gee when it came to enjoying things. Soren’s father watched Gee cut her fish into too-large bites and then savor each one. Maybe she would enjoy him that way. Maybe she could force herself into a space in his mind. He could think of her while he sat the hours away at the clinic.

“Since I started writing my memoir,” Gee said, “everything I do feels like a scene from a book.”

“You’re going to write about us having dinner? You’re going to write about us eating trout with the head on it?”

“I don’t know. I have to wait and see if it seems important after some time passes.”

“What made you decide to write a memoir?”

“I noticed a lot of boring people were doing it, and crybabies.”

“You’re not a crybaby, are you?” Soren’s father asked.

 Gee smiled. Soren’s father was out of beer again.

“Last Christmas I was in Mexico,” Gee said. “I went hiking.”

Soren’s father had quickly finished his food and he couldn’t tell if he was still hungry. He pushed his plate away.

“This year it kind of slipped by,” he said.

“It’s pointless without children,” Gee said. “Most holidays are.”

“I could’ve put up a little tree in his room and put a gift under it. I got him a bike. It’s at home in the garage.”

“When he wakes up, it’ll be waiting on him. He won’t care he didn’t get it on Christmas.”

“It has training wheels.”

“Sounds like my speed. I never learned how to ride a bike.”

“Why not?”

“I never learned. People always say you never forget how to ride a bike, but I never learned. And I never learned how to whistle.”

“Never learned to whistle?” Soren’s father said. “What do you do when you see a pretty girl?”

“I am a pretty girl,” Gee said.

Soren’s father drew in a breath like he was going to whistle but then didn’t.

“I think I’m getting my wish,” Gee said.

“You are?” “You’re relaxing, just a little.”

Soren’s father saw the girls coming around with dessert and coffee. Gee was swirling the last bit of her wine. He saw her trick. Soren’s father had never once considered that she might not like him. He wasn’t sure how she’d done that. She’d banished all doubt from him without his knowing about it.

“Better finish that,” Soren’s father said. “Coffee’s on the way.”

“I never finish the last sip of wine,” Gee said. “It’s too sad.”

 MAYOR CABRERA

Two nights in a row without one guest. There’d been a band of three couples on Christmas night, each couple getting their own room, and they’d stayed on for the night of the twenty-sixth, but nothing the night of the twenty-seventh and nothing tonight. No laundry. No questions to answer. No coffee to brew in the lobby. Mayor Cabrera, out of spite, flicked on the “no” in the sign. NO VACANCY. When things got too slow at the motel, Mayor Cabrera would think of the old days, when he ran a small roofing company. Roofing was something you could do until you stopped, and then you couldn’t do it anymore. It was too hot and too hard on the back. In the roofing business you worked some punishing hours but then when you were off you were really off. You felt the work in your hands when you held a beer. In the motel business, Mayor Cabrera was always bored and never felt off-duty. He wished he was still roofing, and that he was doing it for Dana, his professional lady. Being in a higher, hotter spot than everyone else all day helped a man, but you had to do it for someone. It was nice to think of Dana when he had a little downtime, but he had nothing but downtime and was thinking about her all the time. He was thinking about her more and harder than he’d ever thought about his wife, back when she was alive. Mayor Cabrera had once had a devoted woman and manual labor, and now he sat in a motel in a dying town, pining for a prostitute.

He went downstairs into the basement. It was a refuge, the basement, but also made him feel closed in. There were a couple high slats of window and now and then the wind would lash sand against the glass. Mayor Cabrera stopped and looked at his calendar, tacked to the wall with a pencil hanging next to it. He used to fill the boxes up with scrunched writing—meetings concerning the town, meetings concerning the motel, his paydays and days off. Lately he left the calendar clean. If he forgot something, he forgot something. Mayor Cabrera cleared some clutter off the old metal desk, scraping a pile of old papers into the trashcan. There were some old granola bars in the pencil drawer and he threw those out too. He paused before pulling open the deep bottom drawer. He knew what was in there. All the potholders his sister-in-law had knitted. There must’ve been a couple hundred. He’d never attempted to sell them. Who would want potholders while they were drifting through the desert? The old rotary phone rang and Mayor Cabrera plucked it off the desktop.

“What’s the word, mayor?”

It was the owner of the motel, Mayor Cabrera’s boss. Mayor Cabrera hoped he wasn’t calling because he was on his way. He was due for a visit.

“How’s shelter renting tonight?”

“Shelter is hardly renting at all,” said Mayor Cabrera.

“That bad?”

Mayor Cabrera knew the motel owner didn’t care if the Javelina made money. He had other businesses that made money. Mayor Cabrera could probably stay at the Javelina until the owner died, and maybe even after, if the owner’s kids decided not to sell the place. Or the owner could die tomorrow and the place could be on the market next week. Both were deflating thoughts, being out of a job or staying at the motel for years to come.

“Is it snowing there?”

“Not that I’ve noticed,” said Mayor Cabrera.

“I heard something about it snowing in New Mexico. One time I was in Old Mexico and it snowed. Did you know it snowed down there?”

The motel owner sounded drunk. Arizona had likely played a basketball game. The motel owner donated small fortunes to University of Arizona, and he judged the quality of each year he spent on earth by how the basketball team performed.

“Oh, wait,” said Mayor Cabrera. It took a lot of effort for him to be dishonest, but he wasn’t going to have a drawn-out conversation with his drunken boss. “I think I hear somebody. Better get up to the office.”

“Okay,” said the motel owner. “Rent that shelter.”

Mayor Cabrera hung up the phone. He stared down at the potholders in their drawer, then picked one up and handled it. It was the ochre color of mountains at noon. Mayor Cabrera always brought stew to his sister-in-law’s place when he cooked up a batch. He’d always brought her stew, from way back when her sister was alive, and though he’d quit speaking to his sister-in-law, though he diligently avoided her company because he didn’t want to be reminded of his losses, he’d never quit delivering the stew. It was a way to not feel guilty. For all he knew, she dumped it all out. He always left it on her front porch and rang the bell and drove off like a teenager pulling a prank. One day he’d found a mess of potholders in a plastic bag on the step, with a note that read SELL THESE IN THE LOBBY, WE’LL SPLIT THE PROFITS. He’d picked up bag after bag of the stiff, rectangular cloths. She had no way to know when he was coming, so sometimes the potholders must’ve sat out there for many nights, collecting dew and then drying out and then collecting dew. His sister-in-law had never seemed like a woman to crochet or knit or whatever. She wasn’t that old. Mayor Cabrera wasn’t old. He could clearly recall the days before Cecelia had come along, before his sister-in-law was even his sister-in-law, when she was the spunky sister of his future wife. He thought of a trip the three of them had taken to Taos. They’d gone up in early spring to hike, when the trees would be budding and the streams filling and the birds amorous, and no sooner did they get into town and find a place for breakfast then the sky turned gray and the playful breeze turned into a stiff wind full of icy intent. Mayor Cabrera could remember, like it had happened last weekend, asking the waitress for hot sauce for his hash browns and then becoming aware of the first tiny snowflakes flitting against the windows of the restaurant like confused insects. They couldn’t go hiking and weren’t about to race the storm back to the basin, so they located the cheapest bar in Taos, which didn’t seem all that cheap, and drank the sunless day away. Mayor Cabrera’s wife who wasn’t yet his wife became easier and easier to convince that another round would be a good idea, and Mayor Cabrera, though he couldn’t afford it, kept buying drinks for the locals. At some point what little light had been in the sky was gone and the snow was falling in a perfect endless sheet. The three of them piled into Mayor Cabrera’s old El Camino and pulled away from the bar not knowing where they were headed, using the weather as an excuse to drive slowly. Just outside town they turned down a quiet road lined with identical rental villas, snug-looking, cozy rather than cramped. Mayor Cabrera pulled into an empty driveway and they sat there. The place was unoccupied. Nowadays a villa like that would have as many cameras and alarms as a bank. No one had protested. He could hear it now, his sister-in-law giggling and giggling, nervous and excited, the unspoken and obvious fact of what they were going to do becoming clear in the cab of the El Camino. They were hidden by the storm. The villa wasn’t big but had three or four chimneys. Mayor Cabrera had gotten out and clomped around the back and found a bathroom window he could force open. The three of them had kept the lights off in the villa and the fireplaces cold but they did prepare hot cocoa in the kitchen and click on the space heaters. The cocoa was from Europe or something, in a fancy canister, and his sister-in-law packed it in her bag. They played a few hands of Castle, but once they were warm, the alcohol wearing off, the girls were all yawns. When they heard the banging on the front door the next morning it roused them from a dry-mouthed slumber. They’d fled out the back of the place, coats half on, and tripped out into the white-gowned Ponderosa pines. They circled around and found themselves on a vista from which they could see the restaurant from the day before, and the bar. What was wrong with Mayor Cabrera’s memory? It was too good. He could painfully recall how satisfied he’d felt driving back to the basin, barreling through the bright cold with two women sleeping beside him and a fresh adventure under his belt and the desert opening and opening before him.

Mayor Cabrera reached up and removed the calendar from the basement wall. He folded it in half and put it in the trash. He remembered what was in his back pocket and pulled out a Christmas card from Ran. More garbage. It was a holiday card, no reference to Jesus, a photo of a farmhouse on the front. Ran had signed the card but hadn’t written anything personal. Mayor Cabrera couldn’t figure Ran out. He was some kind of well-meaning con man, but most people meant well and everyone was conning someone. Mayor Cabrera didn’t feel he could be conned, at this point. Or maybe he wanted to be conned, which made you immune.

There was a door at the back of the basement that led outside and Mayor Cabrera opened it and stepped out and folded his arms against the wind. It was a low wind, sweeping the desert floor, bothering Mayor Cabrera’s pant cuffs. It was coming from the Northwest, like the wind always seemed to this time of year. Mayor Cabrera’s stomach felt light and he could feel that he was grinding his teeth. It was his niece. Mayor Cabrera didn’t have a child of his own but he had a niece. His absence in her life was a great adult shortfall. Mayor Cabrera never thought this way, and his mind was in a quiet terror. There were the trappings of adulthood, which everyone wound up with, and then there was being an adult. Mayor Cabrera felt dizzy and widened his stance. He’d been managing the regret of neglecting his sister-in-law all these years, but he’d neglected his niece too. He’d held her when she was a baby, taken her for ice cream when she was a toddler, dropped her off at pee-wee soccer practice. And then he’d stopped. He’d bowed out. He’d resigned from unclehood. He closed his eyes for a time until his balance returned. He felt the opposite of how he’d felt after that trip to Taos. The desert didn’t seem like an answer but like a hostile maze. Mayor Cabrera hadn’t looked after anyone, and there was no other accomplishment worth a damn. And now Cecelia was a young woman and she was a stranger to Mayor Cabrera. He’d allowed himself to indulge in motel troubles and town troubles. He was a few years from fifty. Cecelia deserved a competent uncle, but at this point she wasn’t expecting one. Mayor Cabrera had busied himself with the town so he could ignore the shambles of his private life. He’d passed Christmas in the basement of the hotel, staring at action movies. The TV station had arranged a sprig of holly in the corner of the screen and they left it there all day. Mayor Cabrera had eaten leftover pasta salad. He’d drunk a couple beers and then lost interest and switched to ginger ale.

Mayor Cabrera stood facing a multitude of spiny plants and eroding rocks and forced himself to remember when Cecelia was a baby, when his sister-in-law was herself, when Mayor Cabrera’s wife was alive. They’d been sure Cecelia would have a better life, though their own lives were far from bad. Nothing had seemed more important than Cecelia growing up happy. Mayor Cabrera didn’t know much about his niece at this point, but he was pretty sure she wasn’t happy.

 THE WOLF

It was a concert of religious guitar music. The wolf had settled under an RV on the edge of the fairgrounds to listen to the reverberating licks and preening voices. At the end of each song a roar rose up from the humans attending the concert that was louder than the music and full of fervor and made the wolf nervous. It was a chilly night, the smells thin. The underside of the Rv stank but the wind that buffeted under and rippled the wolf’s fur was vacant of worthwhile scents—smoke, birth, another predator.

The musicians kept asking questions of the crowd and the crowd kept combining their voices with certainty. The wolf was afraid of these humans and he also pitied them. They had little soul left and that’s why they aggrandized what sliver remained. And what of the wolf’s soul? Lately he found himself panting with no cause, while resting on a cool morning under an outcropping. He’d caught himself clamping his jaws down on his own foreleg.

The wolf hastened away from the concert straight toward Sandia Mountain, exhilarated because he’d completely broken off his rounds. They were unrecognizable tonight, his rounds. He didn’t feel worried about them. He felt a blessing of strength that needed to be used, so instead of skirting Sandia he began to climb it, the most inefficient and unpleasant route to Lofte, beating up his paws, thirsty, hoping to ensure he’d be able to sleep in the morning, straight up the mountain and then he’d go straight down the other side and he would not avoid anything the remainder of the night nor give way nor hold himself still, meaning that whatever creature fate put in his way before dawn would be subtracted from the living world without any knowledge of what had happened to it.

THE GAS STATION OWNER

As soon as the offices opened back up he called the free paper that covered the basin and ordered a want ad. The next issue wasn’t going to press for over a week.

NEEDED: gas station/store managers, lofte, no nights, two positions open, 505-386-2387

The idea of leaving the station put the gas station owner in mind of a young boy shedding a shabby blanket that had always comforted him. The mirror in the back room he peered into when he trimmed his hair. The bills he got to sit and write out, the amounts of which changed by mere pennies from month to month. The short aisles of canned goods he could straighten and straighten—condensed milk, chili, potted sausage, peppers. His radio stations that came and went. His whisky in the evenings. The big window behind the register.

Taking even this small step of placing the ad in the paper agreeably loosened something behind his eyes. Cleared his head. He was going to shed his blanket and face whatever gales the desert could offer. He was going to confront the desert, finally. He wanted to find the middle of it, the still dry heart of the land. He could see himself walking into the wild and could hear that quiet moment already, the rhythmic crunch of his boots and the lisping of the desert wind against his body, the quiet simple sounds of what would be the first brave thing he’d ever done.

DANNIE

The numbers at the vigils had peaked and then in the last couple weeks had declined, but this Wednesday evening it was raining—a musty drizzle that refused to rally into an earnest storm, that kept dampening everyone and then losing steam—and more significantly, the holidays had arrived. This Wednesday they’d lost fully half the group from last week. The fat had been trimmed; Dannie tried to think of it that way. Anyone sitting vigil tonight was staunch. She appreciated these people for being lost like she was and for not wanting to talk about it just like her and for never missing a Wednesday. Maybe this was the perfect size for the group, about thirty.

Arn had been sitting back to back with Dannie and he scooched around and rested his hand on her boot. He was wearing a garbage bag over his clothes like everyone else. The muscular guy with beady eyes had handed them out to everyone off an enormous roll. Arn was soaked anyway. He looked like he was about to grin, but he could look that way for hours. He was a comfort to Dannie because she knew nothing could make him quit. He always kept a reserve, an empty part of him, a reserve of nothing, and it gave him an advantage. He was attending the vigils because Dannie wanted him to and because he wasn’t picky about what he did with his time. He was picky about what he ate, but not about his pastimes. He would not grow overwhelmed or lose heart.

And maybe none of these other people here tonight would quit. For the muscular guy the vigils were a discipline, another component of an ascetic program aimed at physical health. There was a man who wore sunglasses and who always had a pen in his hands—nothing to write on, just a pen to fiddle with. There was a red-haired woman who wore homemade earrings. She had a tattoo of a humane, inclusive sun on her foot, and wore sandals no matter the temperature. There was a manic painter, in splotched overalls, constantly tapping his foot or biting his fingernails. Painting seemed like the worst job for him, and vigiling also seemed against his nature. The vigils hadn’t helped the painter calm down, but he was still here. There was a guy with a pinched face who wore a trench coat with hundreds of pins on it, like a colorful armor. He would close his eyes for long stretches but it was obvious he wasn’t dozing because of his rigid posture, his head propped snobbishly atop his thin neck. He never slouched, even draped with that ten-pound coat. There were a few chubby women, a little older, for whom sympathy was a calling. Of those the group had lost, a significant faction had been college kids, maybe even a couple high school students. One of them was still here, the girl with the doleful eyes who drove that car that made such a racket pulling into the parking lot. Another of the losses had been a very old lady who’d worn a necklace with a bunch of rings on it. Dannie was forced to wonder if she’d passed away. She’d looked decrepit getting all the way down on the ground and then trying to rise. Dannie didn’t know which was sadder, to think the lady was deceased or to think she’d quit, to imagine her dead or to face the fact that one could still be making false starts at eighty-five years old.

 Dannie had quit a marriage and quit her friends. She had quit her hometown. Quitting had defined the trajectory of her adult life. She didn’t want to quit on the other vigilers and she didn’t want them to quit on her. She wanted everyone to see it to the end. Dannie wondered about the people who had quit. What were they doing at this moment? Were they disappointed or proud or numb? She wondered if they could eat or do laundry or get lost in a movie, knowing the vigil was going on without them. She wondered how many of them were alone. She wondered if they’d found peace or found something else to take the place of peace.
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