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			‘The stories in Saints are wise, sad and electric, gentle and attentive in their depiction of even the most jagged, destructive impulses of the human heart.’ 

			Colin Barrett

			‘This handful of offbeat lives, their vivid Mexican setting, their human light and shade, are so well rendered they offer a sense of special access to other realities. As in life, each story is a wormhole to the next, a connectivity that not only makes a novel of this collection but inflates its reading to four dimensions, with all the discovery that comes from entering a new milieu in person. For me this book does the heavy lifting of literature: more than a good read – it’s a parallel life.’ 

			D.B.C. Pierre

			Tim MacGabhann works from an imaginative world that does not rest. His living characters open up their hearts to him, and he reports back to us - a work of sublime devotion to a place and a moment that has been rendered in perfect detail. I go back to these stories long after reading them, and wonder how those people are. It’s a sweet and violent magic, and I remain gladly under its spell.

			Ben Pester
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			CHAIR

			1.

			I live on a roof, in an old maids’ quarters: a shed-sized concrete homelet right there between the cisterns and the bird cages. Two floors down is the room where I chair Narcotics Anonymous meetings three days a week. But I’m not in there now. I am hauling bags of sand one at a time from beneath the stairs. I am just always trying to make less stuff happen all the time. What this stops happening is it stops the place flooding. Dragging the bags is a pain in the ass. The door is too heavy to hold open with my foot. So I drag the bag as far as the door, drop the bag, open the door, go out the door, push the door open from the far side, hold the door against my shoulder, haul the bag with one hand, dump the bag. Then I go back through the door as far as the stairs, go under the stairs, check the bottom seam of the next bag, take the roll of tape from the corner of the space under the stairs where I had the tape, lay a strip along the seam if the seam looks weak, pull at the tape with my teeth, then drag the bag as far as the door, drop the bag, open the door, go out the door, push the door open from the far side, and so on; the ache in my shoulders and lower back becoming a burn in my shoulders and lower back and finally a numbness in my shoulders and lower back, until the bags are all laid out in a big ‘C’ that begins at the left-hand lintel of the sex shop to the right of the door to the meeting room, and the little stand of chips and cigarettes and mints and chewing gum owned by the old woman, to the left hand lintel of the hipster pulquería, stopping before their door because I hate their door, because the doormen there wear these weird all-black contact lenses like the guitarist in Limp Bizkit used to have and always tell me the prices of their drinks and to come on in, on rote, like bots, like one day I might go in there. 

			The problem of dragging the bags doesn’t end just with which lintel to draw the ‘C’ from. The problem of the ‘C’ itself poses problems, in that as the ‘C’ grows I must jink in and around the pedestrians – office types with lanyards swinging, eyes on their phones, workers toting gallons of water on their shoulders, bike couriers going ninety, tourists at bovine speed, with bovine loudness, in bovine numbers – and take their looks and their tongue-clicks and their head-shakes with the kind of mute placidity that is meant to obliterate resentment but sometimes only presses the resentment flatter within me. 

			

			The ‘C’ goes three bags high. The pedestrians butt their shins or their knees on the ‘C’ or else hurdle the ‘C’ entirely. It’s not like it’s my fucking fault. It’s the fault of the government; they’re the ones who took a stone head of the rain god Tlaloc from his crag above a valley in Otomí territory. These stone heads marked the heights people watched the clouds gather at, if the clouds were of a specific darkness there then they would know if they were to plant, or sow, or dig flood channels, or flee for higher ground. Unpegging those stone heads from the mountain unpegged the people from the seasons and the seasons from time itself. Now the world just grows old by itself, everything flies apart, the rains get worse year on year, fall punctually at the worst of rush hour, so that if I don’t lay my ‘C’ of sandbags the old woman’s stall will wash away and the sex shop will flood and my building with the meeting in it will flood and nobody will be able to get in and up the stairs for the meeting. 

			Flip through the fat-white vellum of the old annals at the city’s main library, those big books that thud open, flake-edged scab-crimson leather, and you’ll find any number of floods: 1607, when an eight-mile incision in the earth was needed to drain the floodwaters; the thirty-six straight hours of rain that fell in 1629, pummelling the corn-stalks to nothing, crumbling the adobe houses, reducing the main square to a tiny island stalked by rabid dogs who snapped their jaws at any boat that got close enough; and 1692, which brought a mud-slide so bad that people resorted to canoes instead of pack animals. Everything wheeled was abandoned, just as in the days before the Spanish. Masses were held, priests imploring the skies from the roofs of churches in front of congregations gathered in little boats. There have been so many ends of the world here. Europe’s the incision through which the whole continent is bleeding to death. I test the sandbag with the toe of my boot. 

			The thing about apocalyptic visions is they always exempt the visionary. I’m not exempt from shit. I’m going down too. These bags won’t hold forever. One day the rains’ll close over my roof. I’ll sink and be gone in a pluming of dirt-coloured bubbles. They’ll catch up with me eventually, maybe, the years using. Lungs clear, liver unbruised, kidneys as glossy as a pair of beans, all that, but who’s to say when the post will return from all of those other times of huffing stuff off foil, or banging up, or drinking for years, even from the toxins in the tinfoil, blowing in little subatomic ribbons around my brain, mercury-shimmers waiting to fatally catch somewhere in there.

			The only person not doing that stressed-commuter jog through the wet is one of the crack sadhus who lives in the little triangular park between two big cross-streets. He goes picking through the crowd, a holy slowness to his gait, a wry smile on his face. He watches the adverts repeat themselves silently, endlessly, in morphing shapes of heated plasma, locked inside the walled garden of his little chemical heaven. 

			When the ‘C’ is laid out, I stand with my hands on my hips and my foot on top of a bag and watch the crack guy for a while, and then I squint up at the rainclouds, trying to read something in its darkness that isn’t just ‘A fuck ton of rain is about to fall’, and feel a dark ache leak from my back. 

			2.

			Paper lanterns sway in the blue gloom, outside the Chinese restaurant where I’m waiting for the rain to stop. The metal roof of this restaurant is really roaring. It’s got everything else on mute: the sputter of oil coming from the kitchen, the bubbling of the fish-tank filter behind me where koi nudge through the murk, the rasp of the fraying electric wires coiled at the top of a pole on the corner. I’m looking across at the sandbag barricade, my foot tapping, hoping they’ll hold. The bottom sandbag’s dark with rain, phosphor around the edges, all these little white bubbles. But the old woman in the snacks stand looks cosy and serene under her umbrella, her steel-grey braids immaculate. If she’s feeling OK then I should feel OK.

			

			My notebook has my step work in it. Step work is when you get the big Narcotics Anonymous manual with the green and gold cover and go question-by-question through all twelve of the steps, beginning to end, like the book’s interviewing you: What does ‘the disease of addiction’ mean to you? Has your disease been active recently? In what way? What is it like when you’re obsessed with something? Does your thinking follow a pattern? 

			I’ve been going back to this book for seven years. Looking at my answers, I just see words now. I am always just trying to stop more stuff happen. What writing all this down does is stop my head chewing on itself, throw some language into those teeth, giving them something to gnaw on, gnash through, chomp to mush, before they come after me again.

			I lean back against the lilac-and-turquoise pleather banquette. My knuckles rap the table. I can hear my mouth and throat making a stressed little hm hm hm noise, even if my body doesn’t quite feel stressed, not all the way. Eels of lit rain unthread from umbrella rims. Milky tints roil kerbside and vapour chases cars through the drench. Little frost-beads of hung rain deck the market-stalls. Steam unfurls in crisp layers from hot-plates, ruby lights vie and shimmy all down Insurgentes. 

			If I go out now my jeans’ll be an otter’s pelt in seconds. I’ve no umbrella, and there’s an hour to go to the meeting. But I need to get donuts. The pedestrians out there legging it through the foam, the Hindu-god tangle of the arms I can see through the bus windows, the people leaning on the horns, the people coming to the meeting, about to flop forward through the door in their wet-dog smell of soaked jumpers and jeans and find warmth, peace, coffee, sugar, and the thought of them coming in and not finding any of those things makes my gut squirm: on day one, if I’d come in, found none of that, maybe I’d have bounced out, picked up, gone way off the deep end, lain around for days and days getting rotty, feeling like if I got out of bed the paint on the boards was going to blister and curl and pop in little bubbles so dark were the hate waves beaming off me, milling stimulus into myself, trying to get to that numb and reckless place in myself. Only thing that’d work sometimes was I’d get up and do just one thing very very carefully: something like opening a pomegranate over a bowl. That’d take up all my attention. Peeling off the skin so none burst. Working the little red jewels out of the pith without them mashing under my thumbs. Little ping of the unbroken ones falling into the ceramic. And then the taste. Oh, wow. I could spend half an hour peeling one. More, even, anytime my ex was annoyed at me. I’d put them in a little bowl. Really careful, no pith, none of the little dud brown ones, either – just a glittering garnet heap. And then a sliced lemon on the side. 

			I stir in another sugar and I squint out at the rain. It’s a white fog. It’s whatever. 

			I can afford to get soaked once in a while. It beats getting my hands all sticky opening a fucking pomegranate with my scalp prickling with sweat and my hands shaking like a Bargaintown wardrobe. 

			I get up. Leave a note under the saucer. Out into the wet, eyes shut, the spray on my face, just this one big sea coming at me, skirling with brakes and roaring with wind and truck wheels. And it’s completely fine.

			3.

			In the donut shop, the woman at the till boxes up the one dozen cajeta rings, turns the card terminal towards me and says, ‘You really get through these.’

			Hail pings down. The rattle is like a snare-drum. The ankles of my jeans drip. So does my fringe. Drops patter on the counter.

			‘I watch a lot of football,’ I say, and type in my PIN. 

			4.

			All the way up the street from the donut shop I wear the plastic bag on my head and hold my jacket in a wing over the donut box and dodge and jink through everyone and past a scooter taking one of those right turns I hate. I even stand back for a couple of people once or twice, slam myself flat against the insides of doorways, against walls like I’m in a videogame, with so many puddles to hop, so many missing chunks of pavement, so many trails of downed phone wire, so many bits of protruding pipe that don’t make any fucking sense whatsoever. But then I’m under the shelter again in the sickly pink glow of the sex shop, and the sandbag barricade is not foaming around the bottom in a telltale leak of dirty brown sand, and the relief I feel in my chest is like the bottom of a boxing ring snapping, that big taut beige cloth giving away, dropping me into something like freedom. I hop the sandbags. I pat the top one like it’s the flank of a horse and it’s warm. I go back inside. I go upstairs. I lay the cracked laminates with the opening readings out on the chairs, one apiece: Just for Today, How It Works, The Twelve Traditions, Who Is an Addict, What is the NA Program, We Do Recover, intro spiels on sallowing paper from the drag of so many hands, the plastic darkened, cracked, flaking. 

			Here’s how a meeting goes: we come in, read the intros for ten minutes or so, read a bit of the Big Book, or Living Clean or whatever I’ve been able to order in over the Internet, and then for the last forty minutes we share about the stuff we’ve read, or on whatever’s making us feel like shit and want to relapse, or even on just any good quiet things that happened. I hold the laminate with the last of the intro texts, titled We Do Recover, and look at it for a second. I barely know what the word ‘recovery’ means anymore: it fibres into synonyms if I think too hard – ‘make up ground’, ‘make up for’, ‘compensate’, ‘get better’, ‘get back’. What we get back I don’t know. You get to talk for three minutes and listen for fifty-seven when you’re in a meeting. I am just always trying to make less stuff happen all the time. What the listening stops happening is it stops me from feeling like I’m in a story where stuff’s happening and instead like I’m standing on a narrow bank between two rivers where stories surge past, big muscular currents teeming with bubbles, but none of it pulling me away. 

			5.

			I tip coffee into the percolator. I make a mandala of Oreos with donuts around the rim. I am just always trying to make less stuff happen all the time. What this does is it stops people turning up at the meeting all chippy and dyspeptic from Metro cram and traffic peristalsis and the buzz of the pavements, it stops them having a shit day and then a shit meeting and then a shit night, and then turn that out on the person nearest them.

			Next, I take the school-chairs one by one off the pile and put them in a ring, too, until the whole room – biscuits, donut, plate, chairs – lines up with the pattern of the tapestry on the wall, gold wheels within gold wheels on rippling deep red, fading towards a hazy white centre. Frayed strings show through the surface of the carpet. It needs replacing. So does everything. The walls shake with the club next door – Depeche Mode, The Cure – kids dressed up in stuff that’s old but feels new to them. 

			My alarm beeps: two minutes till the meeting. I get out the little pyx-sized wicker basket for the donations that go on rent and literature. I get out the little bell I ring when someone’s got less than a minute of their time left to share. I flip open the ledger, open the blue Big Book to the marker, shape out the daily reading with my lips so’s I can read it steadily when the meeting’s on. I take the chair behind the little chipped blue desk, shut my eyes, sit, listen. The percolator’s snoring, the laminates are all laid out, and my cup’s brimming with coffee so strong the bubbles have a little oil-stain shine to them. 

			6.

			On the sill, our plants, their smell: warm, wetted gravel, saturated muck. On the roof I’ve got cucharilla and agave and San Pedro and órgano cactus, glass and tile mosaics on their pots, which bring hummingbirds and big yellow-black butterflies. White rainy-season skies like a blank page, the parks’ banana and palm trees soaked in the rain-fog, air gauzy with pollen, pollution, downpour. For millions of years the valley was a huge, reefed, inland lake. The only story was the deep hiss of water receding from stone, pitted rock weeping drops, billowing fog: just like now, the bus lane undulant with a slush of hail and water, the buses crashing as they speed past, leaf-cool, deep with time, history reduced to sensation, to a fog cool on the forearms, as though all that lost water were suspended in the air, the ghost of the lake the Spanish drained, waiting to come back. It’s hard not to think that maybe it is coming back, in a way we don’t want maybe, but coming back all the same. Sometimes nothing is lost: not even lake. 

			The stories in these meetings end one of three ways – jails, institutions, death – though just sometimes there’s a twist, a miracle, and nobody dies at the end. Any way on and any way through can be a way back if you frame it right. I reach and open the window and let the raincool in, spritzing my wet wrists with fresher wetness.

			7.

			Downstairs the door squeaks open. A clatter, a rustle: someone shaking raindrops from an umbrella. Feet clop up steps. I get up. I go to the door, so that whoever’s there can come through, get a donut, sit down, and say, I’m Anabelle and I’m an addict, I’m Miguel and I’m an addict, I’m Alejandro and I’m an addict, I’m Adonai and I’m an addict, I’m Lucio and I’m an addict, I’m Helena and I’m an addict—

		

	
		
			SATELLITE 

			Alejandro kicks his bike into life and roars off into the pre-dawn gloom, sting of fresh air rippling up the sleeves of his jacket. The blast of the exhaust leaves yesterday in a tatter behind him – bad head pictures, a homeless kid, arms and neck and face mottled with dirt, one eye gone, the rim around the gone eye a reddish mash. The cashier’d used a .45 on him: who did he think he was, Charles Bronson? Defending an Oxxo with a .45. Where he’d even gotten it Alejandro didn’t want to know – he didn’t believe the cashier had found it in a bin. Things were bad but not so bad that .45s were turning up in bins in Roma Sur. 

			But that’s Monday’s problem: now the city is receding below him, the road empty, his head empty too, like he’s in an ad: insurance, maybe, or phones, those flat images of freedom – now his, only his. He loves the snug way his helmet holds his head together and he loves the view around him. He never gets to see the city like this – a split opal, he thinks, all those lights. He usually sees it as a gut shape on a map rashed all over with the little stickers: grey for assault, red for rape, black for murder. Yesterday’s one on the corner of Motolinía and Independencia. He stood there arms folded, breathing slow, looking at the black disc until the striplights hummed and the yellow lino seemed to pulse and the walls sucked in and out in time with his lungs. 

			But then the moment passed and he wrote the date on the black sticker in white pen. 

			He’s timed it perfectly. A Chinese satellite is due to drop out of space and land in the sea off Coatzacoalcos, and he is going to get there on his bike just in time to watch it. He took a slice of cake Teresa from forensics left him. She and her wife have him over more since his wife moved out. Maybe it’s nice for them, too: the weight of their silences has something like the leaden lull he remembers. 

			The quick poetry of making ready – throw off the tarp, wax the bike, fill the tank, fill the jerrican, fold the tarp, swim, eat, wash, leave, in such a burn to be down there on the sand, to watch the sea boil and whiten, watch everything coming apart, like the dead kid from yesterday, separated into practice-parts for UNAM medical students, the report on his death gathering the first layers of its permanent nap of dust. Everything in its right place. The parts rest nowhere important, but aren’t entirely lost either, except into processes which, while not perfect, are at least civic or functional in their intention. 

			

			The idea about going to see the satellite came to him one night he was half-watching Discovery – meteor strikes, miles of grass and forest gouged with long silver drags, melted slag and ore. He’d felt a big rolling shiver carry up his body, his blood steaming, the feeling of Chixculub’s massive white flash, the wet ripping noise of vines and tree-trunks cindering, noise enough to drown the bellow of every incinerated dinosaur. 

			‘The earth is hit by a hundred and forty thousand tonnes of rock from space every single year,’ said the astronomer, ‘it’s best to picture the Earth as an apple on a string, turning and turning, a thousand assault rifles shooting at it from afar.’ 

			The screen showed the stone turning end over end through space, bean-shaped like the birthmark on his heel – a good-luck press of the thumb, his mother used to say, from an older brother who didn’t make it to term.

			He doesn’t drink or do drugs anymore so the drifty, fever motion of his thoughts when the bike’s under him is the closest he can get to being out of it. Yesterday’s smog is still thick and the lights on the towers are all still on. From up here, he can see layer after layer of the mountains. He sees the point of the satellite as bright as a needle, its debris scoring a pink line across the sky, though he forces himself back to the drone of tyres on tarmac. 

			He doesn’t stop until it’s time for a piss in a clearing off a forested stretch of road. Zen is pissing to piss. Zen is doing plus nothing, washing the dishes plus nothing, riding the motorbike plus nothing, washing the dishes just to wash the dishes, riding the motorbike just to ride the motorbike.

			Zen emptiness is his thing these days. The apartment he lives in was the showroom for the whole building – fully furnished with the blandest imaginable shit from Ikea. No other cop he knows could afford all of this, but no other cop he knows was pensioned off by the Marines. He loves the wipe-clean shine of his beige sofas, the kitchen island identical to the one in the billboard outside, the framed photos of canyons and sunsets. Only one photo taken down and stowed behind the couch – desert road, blinding sky, the sand pocked with ocotillo and saguaro, the fence-posts parched and split – too much like the place where his division found the missing cadets. From the helicopter, their arms and legs almost spelled out letters. Up close, they no longer smelled: vultures and coyotes had left only scraps, lips scorched to thin black seams like melted rubber. Bagging them up, Alejandro watched the vultures overhead, a big, slow rhyme with the turning rotors. 
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