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since that spring day in 1991.
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“All the stories I would like to write persecute me. When I am in my chamber, it seems as if they are all around me, like little devils, and while one tugs at my ear, another tweaks my nose, and each says to me, ‘Sir, write me, I am beautiful.’”

—Umberto Eco


PROLOGUE

 

Morpheus, lithe and formidable god of sleep and dreams, is not happy with his current assignment. Relapse? reads Morpheus. He feels gloomy.

He studies the slim manuscript further and begins to relax. Morpheus, intimately known to those who are lost, tucks his wings under his shoulder blades, leans back into his bed of poppies and jimsonweed, and flicks page by page through the script. He reads that he won’t have to take on a fully human form for this task; he’ll be able to communicate his message to…what’s his name? Something bland. He already can’t remember the man’s name. Evidently, he’ll be required to use a much simpler near-human appearance, along with the occasional trance.

That’s good. Becoming human is exhausting. It looks like he’ll be tormenting whatshisname by waiting in the wings and letting this person do much of the painful work himself. Morpheus reads further, pausing to study a couple of previous pages. 

Lots of failed patch-ups. This final breakdown shouldn’t be a challenge, so I’ll be able to turn him over to Thanatos to handle the endgame. 

Morpheus starts to shape and form the appropriate dark dreams through which he will appear to his newly-assigned mortal. This talent makes Morpheus a special kind of messenger of Death, able to communicate divine missives. Morpheus’s River of Forgetfulness and River of Oblivion are also located in his very own land of dreams. 

Those flowing waters will come in handy.


CHAPTER ONE

To everything there is a season, and a time 
to every purpose under heaven.

—Ecclesiastes 3:1

 

Claire Ann Rozette stood quietly at the back door of her new home. 

The door was bright red. The house was painted a deep Kelly green. The trim around the windows looked freshly done, the same as the rest of this cabin. Even the roof looked new, for god’s sake. Claire held the keys in her hands. She felt weirdly afraid to open the door. 

What if the inside of this cabin looks peculiar even though the outside of it looks like Disneyland? Like the layout is wonky? Or the “feel” of it is all…off…and I won’t be able to live in it? 

Claire looked down. And what’s the deal with this cat?

A tortoiseshell cat sat by Claire’s right foot, looking up at her. It was clearly, lumpily pregnant. The cat didn’t look hopeful, exactly, only impatient: Open the door already, I’m about to give birth here, so I’d like to find a drawer full of towels or blankets or something to do it in.

Claire looked back at the blank, bright red door and sighed. She pulled her shoulders back, straightened her spine, put the key in the lock, and opened the door. It swung inward to a narrow carpeted hallway where the sun shone in from a pint-sized window over a sink. 

Claire walked in.

The cat stomped in behind her.

 

* * *

 

Back in March, after what had seemed like a freakishly short interview with the local school superintendent at a mediocre Chinese restaurant, Claire had been hired to teach English at Combustion High School, in the town of Combustion, Montana. Claire hadn’t known much about interviews; maybe superintendents from Class Multiple-C schools conducted job interviews over Chinese dinners after they did their weekly shopping? Whatever—she had a job, and now a home, in Combustion. 

And, evidently, she also had a pregnant tortie cat.

 

* * *

 

The Combustion school system, kindergarten through twelfth grade, consisted of 240 students housed in one railroadlike long building. Most of those students had known and pretty much liked each other since they were five or six years old, and the 70 or so pupils in her own classes rapidly grew fond of Claire—now Miz Rozette. Combustion’s English teachers tended to last a year, if that, she soon discovered, and sometimes they were even gone before Christmas, so her students were unusually considerate of a new teacher who didn’t look like an axe murderer or a serial killer and seemed inclined to stay past Thanksgiving. 

Combustion was a wild and insulated place, Claire began to understand. Several of her students had matter-of-factly stated, “Most people who come here from somewhere else start to go crazy around November. Winter is solid set-in til late May. We will keep an eye on you.” These various students acting as awkwardly adultlike spokespersons said this last part of their speech a touch too happily, but Claire was comforted.

Although she’d felt nervous and shaky at the beginning of the first term, Claire soon found, to her amazement, that she appreciated these staggeringly foulmouthed high school students, and for the most part, they returned her affection. Within weeks, she had gotten into the habit of dispensing stern motherly advice despite her meager 23 years, and she learned quickly to laugh at their clever jokes. They were funny! And smart! Why had no one included this information in her teacher training? 

They delighted her every day.

They brought their mothers’ chocolate chip cookies and their personal problems to her red and green cabin, the layout of which had turned out to be perfect. She made plans to revive the moribund drama club. She discovered that half of the football players had been too poor to afford decent haircuts when school began in the fall after they had let their hair grow as impenetrable as sidewalk weeds all summer, so she offered free cuts, and then their coaches let them play. 

Her lessons often focused on works like Dracula and Ethan Frome (a book and a novella some of them hated, but thank god not all of them did) and she assigned them stories by Joyce Carol Oates, Shirley Jackson, and Edgar Allen Poe, the dark writers she’d loved since her adolescence (stories some of them hated, but praise the lord, not all of them did). She also made them read Roots, which at least five of her students swore was killing them because it was 700 pages long and no one could be expected to read that many pages. However, a number of her students couldn’t be pulled away from Roots, even when the homework in their other classes suffered, and that made Claire’s heart full.

No matter how thoroughly she planned, though, her lesson designing skills lacked in content or timing or something she couldn’t put her finger on, so several minutes usually remained at the end of most class periods. She filled up those minutes by telling her students about what it had been like to grow up in her flat, hot, sagebrush-choked hometown of Vigilance. Her students loved it when she veered off on rambly stories about her adolescence because they knew for a certainty that there’d be no homework assignment that day—their teacher would get so wrapped up in her stories that the dismissal bell would ring mid-sentence and poof—her audience would vanish. 

Claire was careful with her stories. She didn’t tell them stuff she thought might bore them, or things she was ashamed of. Instead, she regaled them with action-packed tales of running her first car off the road because she hadn’t yet mastered the art of simultaneously lighting a cigarette and steering in a way that kept her out of the barrow pit at the side of the road, or being bucked off her horse, Lady, straight up into a tree because she hadn’t realized there was a half-mashed hornet under Lady’s saddle blanket. 

“Miz Rozette, smoking is bad for you,” Casey lectured. Casey was one of her more fearless freshmen. “You are setting us a suuuuper bad example.” The girls sitting in Casey’s row rolled their eyes.

“Also, driving while smoking?” added Patrick, Casey’s best friend. “Haven’t you ever heard that thing they say? ‘Don’t smoke and drive?’”

“It’s ‘Don’t drink and drive,’ you moron!” hollered Casey. “Don’t confuse her!”

“Shut up! Let Miz Rozette tell us more about the bad behaviors of her youth!” said Patrick.

“Don’t say ‘shut up,’” Claire said.

“Okay,” said Patrick, and turned to Casey: “Shut the hell up.”

She told her students about her years at Montana State University and made jokes about being hemmed in on all sides by stout farm girls trying to get their m-r-s degrees (they laughed at this) and skinny cowboys attempting to finish their BA’s in land reclamation so they could return triumphantly to Libby, Winnett, or Willow Creek and save the family ranches. She did not tell them that college had passed by far too rapidly in a kaleidoscope of disco dancing three or four nights a week at the Flame Lounge; watching Saturday Night Live stoned with her stoned friends; dying her hair red, then blonde, then black; eating monstrous amounts of food on some days and subsequently curtailing her food intake to starvation levels; and developing a friendly relationship with alcohol, which she was currently nurturing here in Combustion. 

Of course, she proudly disclosed Rizzo’s existence. Her boys said, “Yeah! A domesticated fancy rat! When can we come see him? Can we come after practice tonight?!” and a nascent fight roiled the air. The girls mostly said, “Ew!” about her rat for the boys’ benefit. Miz Rozette’s aristocratic as-yet-unnamed tortie was a latecomer to these stories, but when her students realized their teacher had a cat who was pregnant to the point of bursting, they practically murdered each other vying for who would be the first person to view the babies, whose home would be the best one for a kitty in the future, and who was going to name her tortie. Nobody got into a real fight, but there was much eyeball rolling and bicep-flexing going on, and Claire loved her students for getting so passionately involved in her rat and her cat. She wished they could get half that crazed about Hemingway or semicolons.

Lots of times, Claire created for her students a benevolent college scenario where she had spent countless rainy evenings in local coffeehouses talking with her smart university friends about politics and religion. She figured they didn’t need to know that she’d become more and more confused about practically everything as her freshman and sophomore and junior years sped by, but she did construct a morality lesson for them about how she’d buckled down and hit the books often enough to claw herself toward—and ultimately graduate with—a 3.2 GPA. She was too embarrassed to confess to them that she’d continued to miss her mom and dad, suffering ferocious bouts of homesickness which made her chew her nails down to the quick, feeling sick and lonely at night for months at a time. She had learned to cope with these painful episodes, but she envied her more carefree classmates, who did not pine for their parents or their childhood homes as much, or as often, as Claire did. 

Inevitably, during actual class discussions, her students wound up wanting to ask her about God, most typically during the middle of a fruitful but inevitably quarrelsome discussion about one of the books on her reading list. This phenomenon was curious to Claire, but it happened every time her students were allowed to spin off into conversations among themselves. Debates about God were guaranteed to get everybody’s hackles up, particularly if an obnoxious and insupportable opinion was inserted with no forewarning and to no evident purpose. 

One drowsy Friday afternoon, when even her sneaky, semi-religiously oriented questions about Jackson’s “The Lottery” hadn’t been able to cut through the pall of ennui that had settled over the room like a sleepy cloud, Janet piped up and said, “My mom says we should all believe in God because when we die, we might have to face Him and then what’re we gonna say when He says, ‘Why didn’t you believe in Me?’”

“Well,” said Casey, ever ready with a retort. “I know what I’d say.”

The girls almost audibly rolled their eyes. Claire was sure she could hear at least a dozen female eyeballs clacking against a dozen female spines. “No one wants to know what you’d say, Case! Shut up!” the girls yelled, nearly in unison.

“I’d say…” Casey paused for effect, “I’d say, ‘You didn’t give me enough goddamn evidence.’”

“Don’t cuss, Casey,” said Claire.

“Yes ma’am,” said Casey. “But ‘goddamn’ isn’t cussing. My dad said so.”

“Your dad is a goddamn boob!” contributed Patrick.

Claire gave up and watched them argue until the bell rang and they all thundered out of the room, still yapping at each other. Claire was left mercifully alone in her room to spend 50 trouble-free minutes behind her closed classroom door. These 50 minutes were her preparation period, when Claire was meant to prepare her units and lessons and read to improve her instructional skills or something daft like that. 

Claire used this prep period to nap on her desk for twenty minutes, smoke outside for ten, and sit again at her desk, staring at the back wall to think about Clark Gable in Gone with the Wind and how Rhett Butler was the handsomest man ever and how Scarlet O’Hara was the most pitiful woman on Earth. Like, ‘tomorrow is another day,’ my butt, Claire thought, and then her fifth period Basic Grammar class students came banging in. 

When Claire had time at the end of a lesson and her students eagerly prodded her into a storytelling mood, she talked about the animals on her parents’ ranch, like the kittens she’d found hidden in haystacks by their cat moms or the eight piglets that had ears the size of dimes when they dried out and came unstuck from the sides of their teeny heads. She told them about the calves born every spring that she assisted her dad with if a heifer had trouble with a birth. She loved telling her kids about the time she had her whole arm, way past the elbow, up inside a first-time mama cow who wasn’t able to get her baby out because its foreleg was turned backward. Her dad’s arm was too large, so Claire plunged right into that cow, found the baby’s bent front leg, and firmly turned it toward its own small nose. The instant she withdrew her arm, whoosh, out came that calf. 

Her students’ mouths hung open. They were all one gaping mouth. 

It was great! 

Claire refrained, however, from telling her students about how she’d been raised to be a faithful Lutheran kid. She had trudged along with her Lutheran friends to Pastor King’s church suppers and Pastor King’s church dances and the Young People’s Lutheran Church Camp in the summertime. Her own young friends had evidently enjoyed this preposterous Lutheran hooey. So, until she was exposed to students her age at college, Claire had assumed they were probably like Lutherans, raised in the same way she’d been. Or maybe they were Methodists or Presbyterians or—or—what? Congregationalists? Or Protestants? Maybe those other religions were all Protestant religions—she didn’t know what religion was “kind of like” a Lutheran. But holy cow, she knew what religions were not like Lutherans, since Claire had been taught by her mother that sensible, regular people were not Mormons, Southern Baptists, or Christian Scientists. Those religions were cults! And Mormons were especially wacko because of their passionate secrecy surrounding marriage, their zealous missionary work, their ritualistic baptism of the dead, their skyscraper-like white churches with that golden trumpet-guy on the tippy-top, and the odd clothing they wore under their other, real clothing. She harbored strong feelings, as well, on the subject of Jehovah’s Witnesses, who, her mother had often said in a voice thick with scorn, let their children die because they didn’t believe in blood transfusions. 

Claire knew she was smart about a lot of things but not smart about a whole slew of other issues. She understood that she had been blessed with a sturdy IQ, but it didn’t help her out much in her hometown. Claire didn’t share with her students that she had channeled her restlessness into library-book thievery, boosting any book that concerned vampires, ghosts, pirates, suicide, mental illness, physical deformities, religious insanity, or mysterious fellows driving black Harley-Davidsons or small foreign vehicles. This type of literature soothed her hungry, cranky soul. She couldn’t bring herself to tell her students that she’d stolen those library books instead of checking them out because her mother wouldn’t have allowed her to bring such trash in the house. Claire didn’t want the stories she told her students ever to reflect badly on her mother, though she would have liked to sock her mom in the snout most days.

Claire often thought about that minuscule library on Vigilance’s Main Street during the smoking segments of her bogus prep periods. She was secretly proud that the Vigilance Library had become her own reliable, unending source for the dark works of her favorite authors. On days when her students filled out grammar worksheets or scribbled paragraphs that might or might not contain topic sentences, sentences at all, or even recognizable words, Claire’s mind drifted back to her young memories of striding out of the library with a stash of purloined hardbacks under her windbreaker or nicked paperbacks in her jeans pockets despite the watchful gleaming eye of Miss Peters, who had filled the role of the Vigilance Library Spinster since Claire had been a tot. She had always made sure to say, “G’night, Miss Peters,” as she’d strode through the main doors of the library, hugging Frankenstein or Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde close to her pancake-flat chest, and Miss Peters had always trilled, “Good night, Claire Ann. Say hi to your momma for me.” Guilt about sneaking off to the Vigilance library so often to read books her mother might not have approved of—The Joy of Sex, Jane Eyre, anything by Edgar Allen Poe—had never deterred her from her life of crime. Every week or so, she had made sure to return her ill-gotten loot, but Miss Peters either had never noticed her books regularly disappearing and reappearing or had simply approved in her deadpan way.

I couldn’t help it, thought Claire as, day after day, her students bent their young heads toward their work or lay their heads down entirely in order to snatch a quick nap and dream of flirty cheerleaders. It wasn’t my fault there was nothing but the National Enquirer at home. Claire wanted so badly to give to her students what those books had given to her: ideas about conflict and spiritual difficulty, stories about men with fascinating names like Mephistopheles, tales of Christians who got sliced in half by immense 15th-century Roman Catholic pendulums, and great parables about good and evil and love.

It would help them absorb these grand ideas if they’d stay awake, though, Claire thought as she walked up behind Casey to bonk him lightly on the head with her pencil. He looked up woozily and said, “I’m reading, Miz Rozette. I am so, so reading. This is a fantastic story.” Claire smiled at him as one of his eyes closed, then the other.

 

* * *

 

One long afternoon as she sat in the teacher’s lounge ignoring what seemed like a twenty-foot-high stack of student essays that she swore to God was gradually disappearing up through the ceiling, Claire put her purple pen and her gradebook to one side and began a fantasy based on something about Cynicism she’d read in a long-ago purloined Vigilance Library book. She rested her chin in her hand, let her eyes fall shut, and spun out an alternative life where she had been groomed by a tall, dark, handsome mentor to become a modern Cynic, complete with a staff and rucksack. She had made the romantic, but (for whatever reason) desperate, decision to live the life of a wandering radical who begged for her bread and flicked pithy aphorisms at anyone who gave her a handout or tried to strike up a conversation. 

Claire sat up and rubbed her eyes. She had to admit to a problem with this fantasy. According to her long-ago filched Vigilance Library book, only one instance of a female Cynic had ever been recorded, a nameless woman who’d become famous for consummating her marriage outdoors in the town square in front of a dozen villagers.

“Well, that’s not romantic,” she said to no one.

Claire glared at her gradebook and the stack of essays waiting to be graded. She thought about that pregnant cat she’d met upon her first encounter with her freshly painted red and green cabin, which had quickly become her home. After the cat had shot straight into her kitchen like it had been waiting forever to get the hell in there, Claire had tried several methods of removing it. She held the door open for a long time to see if the cat would leave willingly (it would not). She shooed the cat outside with a broom (this resulted in the cat frantically avoiding the broom and scrambling back inside). She threw the cat tenderly outside (a maneuver whose result was the cat even more desperately bolting back inside). Ultimately, she shoved the cat outside overnight (a brutal tactic resulting in the cat wailing all night long and Claire feeling unbearably guilty about trying to smack the cat with a broom and chucking it out into the weeds).

It didn’t help matters that the next morning, she’d fed the poor pregnant cat once out on the back steps. ONCE.

After snarfing down its meal and cleaning itself up, the cat marched triumphantly up the back steps right past Claire and into Claire’s cabin. Both the cat and Claire understood the truth of the matter at that moment. Shortly after the school year began, the cat had its dratted kittens in her sock drawer, admittedly a very cozy place to have four kittens. 

And she’d named it. Why did I name it? Why did I feed it? Why did I DO THAT? 

Well, it was done. Like the Little Prince, she became responsible, forever, for that which she had named, and thus tamed.

 

* * *

 

Not only were her students happy with their new English teacher, her students’ parents were happy too, pleased as punch that young Miss Rozette was settling in so well. Combustion had never been able to keep its teachers for long, since there was nothing to do in their tiny mountain town except go to church (Catholic, Methodist, or LDS—take your pick, but the Mormons will be smilin’ on your doorstep every other weekend), spend money in one of the town’s twelve zillion trinket shops, be the customer of a local river guide, or drink. Claire figured that she could have taught naked and drunk as a boiled owl with a hypodermic needle sticking out of her arm and the local moms and dads would have beamed benignly at her. The eight members of the school board also congratulated each other on finding such a terrific young teacher. Parents, administrators, students—all were content. Good god, they all thought to themselves. Winter is coming and she’s still here!

There was just one difficulty: in spite of her semi-well-crafted lessons and her enthusiasm and her grammar worksheets, Claire was not making a single iota of progress toward teaching her students how to read better or write more effectively—or how to write effectively at all. With two or three shining exceptions, they were flat brick walls as far as the mysterious and arcane rules of English grammar and the concepts of style and mechanics went. They wrote sentences like “John and Mary stood in front of the minister and took their marriage vowels,” which made Claire’s eyeballs swell up. Once a student named Craig wrote in a theme, “Mr. Junkert saved up five thousand dollars and bought himself a gestation.” It took Claire twenty whole seconds to figure out that Craig had meant to write “gas station.” She laughed about that all evening between bouts of swearing. Goddamn it. I can’t teach them to write. I can’t teach them to proofread. I can’t make them care about what they put on paper. What can I teach them?

She had realized early on that it was best to wait to grade their compositions until Saturday, after she’d had a good night’s sleep on Friday, finished cleaning her house, done her grocery shopping for the upcoming week, fed and played with her sweet Rizzo, and settled her chubby rat in his cage for the evening. 

She also needed to tend to Mep. She had given up on cutesy cat names (like Meowsette) and named the cat Mep because that’s all the cat ever said: “Mep.” Not “meow” or “mrow” or other catlike noises. Only “mep.”

 

Most Saturday nights found Claire lugging a stack of her students’ essays to the Stagecoach Inn and plonking them down beside her on the bar. She would order a gimlet, wish for the millionth time she wasn’t sort of trying to stop smoking, remove a crumpled pack of Kools and her Zippo, and pull out her not-red pen. Claire didn’t believe in red pens to grade student work. She believed red was a violent color, like blood, so she used orange and purple, mostly, and let her kids tease her about not using a red pen to grade their essays. She told them it was because she loved them and wanted no violence in her classroom. They all rolled their eyes in unison. She smiled to herself anyway.

On this particular Saturday, she was purplelining and orangelining essay after essay, sipping on her third gimlet—and then she stumbled in the middle of one painfully inept student paper. The sentence she’d stalled on read: “The old man hated his sister and brother but loved his parnets.” 

“Parnets?” she thought, boggling at the word. Claire knew she was overreacting. This wasn’t a…a…gestation, after all. It was merely a couple of parnets. She threw her pen down. It was time to stop grading homework and concentrate on her gimlet. 

And on Henry. 

Claire had met Henry her first month in Combustion when she was surreptitiously making the rounds of the town’s various drinking establishments, trying to find “her” bar. She had sat down on a high padded stool at the Stagecoach Inn one weekend and eyeballed the bartender, who was wearing, to Claire’s delight, a substantial ponytail which hung down to the small of his back, the glossy dark hair braided up in a leather thong. The blood had risen to her cheeks when he’d looked at her, and she had been astonished at her incoherence when he’d asked her what she wanted to drink. “A gim—a gimlet, I mean. A gim ginlet.” Grimacing with embarrassment, she had croaked, between clenched teeth, “A. Gin. Gimlet. Please.” 

Claire had watched the muscles in the bartender’s broad shoulders flex as he put the drink together. He placed her gimlet on a napkin in front of her. “Thank you,” she had said pertly, looking straight into his grayish-green eyes, which were blurred by the smoke furling up from the cigarette dangling from his lips. “My name is Claire Ann Rozette. I’m the new English teacher in town.” 

“Hey, Claire Ann. Name’s Henry Hope. I don’t allow English teachers in my bar. Bad for business,” Henry had said, and he did not smile for so long that Claire’s grin wavered. 

She had fallen for him immediately, positive that she already had more than your conventional, garden-variety connection with this bartender. He was so nice and mean!

And just like that, Claire had found her bar. 

 

And Henry, thought someone else, perched out of sight on the branch of a tree. She’s found Henry. There they are. 

The demon nodded with satisfaction, and waited.

 

Henry leaned over and lit Claire’s cigarette—Hold on. Had she asked him for a cigarette? Had she asked him to light it? Where had this cigarette come from? Had he read her mind? Was he a mind reader?—and the two of them began, then and there, on that perfect, starlit evening, to carve out an edgy, affectionate, and unwise relationship. 

 

* * *

 

Within a week, Claire had gotten herself inebriated frequently enough to attempt to take their friendship to a physical level, but Henry had fended her off by making jokes and quoting Wallace Stevens poetry at her and making sinister Bela Lugosi vampire faces. This behavior made her like him even more despite the fact that she had learned almost nothing about him except that he was thirty-three and had lived in New York City once upon a time, in one of those boroughs. Claire didn’t know what a borough was. Evidently there were five of them.

He, on the other hand, knew everything about her because her Saturday-night paper-grading continually devolved into abandoning her students’ essays within an hour or so of sitting down, ordering up her customary gimlet, and drinking and drinking and drinking and talking and talking and talking and trying not to smoke.

This evening, Claire was feeling like the Edmund Fitzgerald of emotional wreckage. Her students had been too dense the previous week. They hadn’t laughed at her stories as much as they usually did, and they didn’t want to hear about vampires, scary dungeons, or split personalities, let alone semicolons or comma splices. Combustion’s weather was disintegrating toward truly deep winter, and it was colder outside every day. The nights were soundless and darkly disturbing. Claire thought of the accumulating snow as a kind of creeping permadeath. Some mornings it was -35 degrees when she walked to school, and her nostrils stuck together when she breathed in. 

On top of it all, a dopey school dance was coming up—a winter formal? a snowflake hop? a white wingding?—so her students were focused on nothing but decorating their lockers and the gym and the hallways. Claire thought they’d be happy to wrap the entire school in crepe paper if they could get out of class to do it. 

It did soothe Claire, though, that her kids’ mothers and fathers, as well as every school board member she happened to encounter, beamed at her each time they saw her in the grocery store or the post office or the bank, desperately happy that she hadn’t lit out for the territories. The music teacher had--lit out, that is--and everybody was marginally sad about that, but most folks had recognized that he was kind of a dimbulb, so it was no real surprise that he’d fled. 

The general community of Combustion continued to blithely overlook the fact that their English teacher drank to excess on the weekends and hung out in the Stagecoach Inn way too much. Claire knew that in other school districts, such nonteacherly behavior would result in a reprimand at the least, if not an outright tearing-up-of-the-contract ceremony. She also knew that if every one of her kids’ parents walked into the Stagecoach Inn right this instant, they’d fight over who was going to be the first to buy her a third gimlet. 

Her kids’ parnets. Claire giggled and thought she probably didn’t need any more gimlets.

This teaching gig was exhausting. 

She straightened up, cracked her neck, and wrote a Wallace Stevens quote from memory on a couple of bar napkins: “The final belief is to believe in a fiction, which you know to be a fiction, there being nothing else. The exquisite truth is to know that it is a fiction and that you believe in it willingly.” 

Well, fine, she crabbed to herself. Except I don’t believe in anything, let alone a fiction. She peered at the napkins, annoyed. 

Resting her chin in her hand, she raised her pretty hazel eyes and said, “God is a postulate of the ego,” to Henry. She pulled her long hair around to hang over her left shoulder, hoping this made her look alluring. A Lucky Strike hung at a downward angle between Henry’s lips. He twirled the napkins so they faced him, inspected the words on them, folded them up, and put them in his shirt pocket. He looked at her through his lowered eyelids, his arms crossed in front of him. His left eyebrow lifted as he pulled in a lungful of smoke, releasing it in lazy ringlets and runnels simultaneously through his mouth and nose. 

He said, “If you start up with that ‘belief’ noise again, Claire, I’ll throw you out into the dark night and you’ll freeze to death in eight seconds.” His smile softened his words. “Eight seconds is not a long time, believe me. Besides, you can’t not believe in anything.”

She hadn’t said that aloud, had she? 

“Ahem. That’s Wallace Stevens, you bartender. He’s a poet. Isn’t he your favorite poet? No? I bet you read Rod McKuen. I bet you looove lines like ‘I’ve never heard the singing of the loon, but I’m told he sings as pretty as the nightingale.’ Right, Henry? Isn’t Rod McKuen done writing poetry though? Isn’t he dead? I think he’s dead.” 

“ ‘I am not bound to please thee with my answer,’ as Shakespeare aptly put it. Lots of people like McKuen’s poetry. They find it romantic. He’s barely in his 40’s, so he’s not dead by a country mile. And you don’t know anything about what I believe.” Henry stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray nearest Claire, stopped talking, and let a rough silence grow between them. Then he turned away from her toward the beer cooler and appeared to study its contents, hiding the deep grooves at the corners of his mouth and the abrupt darkness in his eyes. “Go on home, Claire,” he said lightly over his shoulder. “Your kids’ papers must be really difficult tonight—you seem more tired than usual.” He talked to her sideways, not meeting her eyes. “And you’re brutalizing your barkeep, which is not like you, since I am aware that you worship me.” 

“Wait, Henry. Listen. Do you believe in God?” 

“I believe in gravity.”

“Come on, Henry.”

 Leisurely, gracefully, Henry swung around to face her, plucked a glass from the rinse water, and toweled it dry in slow motion. His eyes were tender. He said, “ ‘It is the belief and not the god that counts.’ There’s another Stevens snippet. Now go home.” 

“Come with me, Henry.”

“No.” 

“I’ll make you breakfast. I won’t act bad. Badly. I promise. I’ll share my seedy stash with you.” 

“No. I keep telling you: I don’t think I’m really your type. And I haven’t smoked weed in years. I told you that too.”

“Oh, you are too my type, Henry. I didn’t mean it about Rod McKuen. And I’m your type, too. You know in your heart I’m right.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” He smiled, lighting another Lucky and exhaling a ribbon of smoke. The smile was a bleak line across Henry’s face. There was no warmth in the smile, nor in his eyes by now. “Yes, I do know that. But the answer is still no.”


CHAPTER TWO

All the things one has forgotten scream for help in dreams.

—Elias Canetti

 

On those nights when Claire spent a large part of her evening at the Stagecoach Inn, she wove a circuitous route home to her cabin, checked that Rizzo was safe and Mep and the dratted kittens were all fat and fed, fell into bed, and typically didn’t sleep well. A new problem had arisen as the world had tipped itself toward the cold and Combustion had pulled its tree-lined perimeter in around her cozy cabin: ugly dreams were plaguing her, but she never knew on which night the nightmare bomb would drop. 

As Claire slid into a fitful slumber, she sent up a hopeless prayer that she wouldn’t dream. 

 

* * *

 

Her back is straight, her arms are steady, her chin is high, and her eyes are locked into the pensive, smoky eyes of her partner. The man she is dancing with has told her the tango is a slinky dance, and he’s a…a…striking man, so she is dancing her best.

Something is wrong with his hand, though.

“You dance so well, my darling,” her companion croons, a tease in his voice. It is a concentrated rumble, as if it were edged with sharp gravel.

Claire and her partner are dancing in the city’s municipal auditorium which is vacant save the two of them and a top-billed dance band, the ThunderMakers, who are on the stage belting out swing tunes like the place was packed. Claire would like to remove her sweating right hand from her partner’s, but then she’d become unmoored and lose her way in this cavernous space.

With those shadows in the far corners. 

His hand pinches hers. It feels more like a claw than a hand.

Suddenly, because this is a dream, Claire wants a Bismarck.

“I’d like a Bismarck. I think I have money in my pocket. Can we stop for a minute, please, so I can get a Bismarck?”

“Well, love,” her partner says, “What say you keep on dancing? It’s safer.”

“Safer”? says Claire. 

No reply, only a warm, red smile and another smooth turn.

Claire’s legs feel tingly and loose, the way she likes them to feel after a strenuous dance or two. She’s often thought that dancing is a workout in a dress. 

“It is good exercise, isn’t it?” her companion speaks into her hair.

Claire nods in agreement, pleased at her companion’s ability to mirror her thoughts. He reminds her of someone. Someone kindhearted, someone she thinks she loves.

Then she surprises herself by looking up into his bottomless eyes and saying, “They say that dancing is the perpendicular expression of a horizontal desire.” She instantly turns bright red.

“George Bernard Shaw,” he replies with a gravelly chuckle. “Well done, Claire.”

His voice is a deep rumbling bass. Claire wishes he would keep talking so she could wallow in that voice, though it does carry a bite. But she also wishes he wouldn’t hold her hand so tightly. He is hurting her. He doesn’t appear to have fingers—or maybe there are two of them? She can’t tell.

She hears a faint crashing and banging from the kitchen. Claire tries to peer over her companion’s shoulder to see what’s making the racket.

“Don’t look,” he says. 

“Why?” 

“Don’t. Keep your eyes on me.”

A deep explosion abruptly pulses the floor beneath them. A miasma of smoke and ashes begins to roll in waves from the cracks that appear in the floor all around them, flowing through the air and burning her nose with the acidic smell of 

coffee? cider? gasoline? 

and she misses a complicated side-pass move. She recovers, though the floor is now at an angle not conducive to dancing. Her escort pulls her close to steady her. She is off her feet by a half-inch, her hands hanging onto his neck. 

“Good work, Claire Ann. Now, concentrate.” Claire allows her companion to set her feet back down onto the floor. She rests her left hand on his right shoulder and resumes her grip on his hand. Or whatever it is, she thinks. But not too tightly. She knows never to hang onto a partner’s hand, or…claw, too tightly. She giggles and wonders if she’s going to get hysterical in her own dream.

He speaks again: “Keep considering the position your feet are in without looking down at them. Don’t be troubled about what’s coming up behind you. Hold on tight to me, Claire. Keep dancing.”

There’s something coming up behind me? Claire thinks, and whispers, “I want a Bismarck.”

“I know, I know,” her partner says. “I wish I could get you one.” He frees his right hand and tucks a loosened strand of hair behind her ear. She experiences an urge to turn her head and check to make certain that the fingered/clawed thing at the end of his right arm is a hand. She is pretty sure it is.

But dammit, now there’s something wrong with his eyes. She tries to focus on his face to see what has changed, but her hand is aching from his clawlike grip and she simply cannot get a fix on either his eyes or his hand. She frowns in irritation. I can’t figure out whether a hand is a hand or a claw, I can’t slow down enough to get a Bismarck, I don’t know whether I’m looking into human eyes or goat eyes, and I’m so, so tired.

Bits of concrete shrapnel from the ceiling drop onto their heads as another explosion bends the beams in the ceiling downward. The floor belches under their feet a second time, and coils of electrical cable sprout through the foot-wide cracks like the arms of an octopus. Claire’s escort dances her deftly among the writhing wires and chunks of cement littering the floor, his firm hand on her back never faltering. The ThunderMakers rock on, oblivious to the fact that their instruments are shorting out in their blackened hands, sparking, arcing, glittering, sending minor maelstroms of electricity across the stage and onto the floor. Each of the singers is frozen in place, his eyeballs fixed and staring straight ahead, croaking into a mic that is melting atop a mic-stand that bends in slow motion to either the left or right like a stalk of overcooked celery.

Claire hears a guttural snarl behind her, but her partner steers her around the disordered floor in such a way that she cannot focus on the source of the growl. Her companion hums under his breath, gazing into her panicky eyes with solemn thoughtfulness. His pupils have become vertical slits, and she thinks, I should be scared. 

The ThunderMakers, now wailing crispy skeletons, recede farther and farther from them as they dance away on a floor that begins to extend under their feet, through the wall, and into the chilly night. Before she realizes it, her partner has danced her outside and onto the aged, buckled sidewalk running along the front of the building. The air, redolent with the scent of roses and wisteria, is moist from a recent rain. Claire’s thighs shudder from the exertion of dancing away from—whatever it was—in the municipal auditorium.

They stop. The thing that was stalking Claire and her partner roars in rage inside the auditorium, and she hears, faintly, behind the crumbling walls of the vast building, the bones of the ThunderMakers cracking, presumably in the jaws of the fiend her double-clawed, goat-eyed companion has danced her away from.

“Jeez. That was close,” says Claire. 

“Yep.”

“You danced us away from it.”

“Right.”

“The poor ThunderMakers must not be good dancers,” said Claire. 

“Right again,” Claire’s partner smiles. 

They turn away from the municipal building, which explodes in a spectacular staccato of crashing surges behind them. As they walk along the rain-wet sidewalk, Claire’s escort reaches for her hand, turns it palm up, and digs around in the pocket of his shirt with his right hand, which is now a hand and not a claw and most likely never was a claw at all.

He pulls out a Bismarck and places it in the middle of her palm.

 

* * *

 

Claire awoke with a start. Her pillow was damp with sweat. She sat up and stared wildly around her pitch-black bedroom, certain that the walls had blown apart and the clawed thing in her dream was crouching at the foot of her bed, waiting to grind her bones into a toothpicky pulp. She leaned over, groping for the lamp by her bed, and clicked the light on. 

The yellow glow revealed no goatlike dance partner, only her briefcase open and overflowing with lesson plans, her clothes strewn on the handlebars of her exercise bike, and Rizzo sleeping in his cage with his nose tucked under his armpit. Though she felt jangled about her dream, she couldn’t resist a smile at Rizzo having an armpit snooze. He had slept that way since she’d gotten him, and it made her feel peaceful to watch her rat slumber, his chest rising and falling briskly.

She heard Mep out in the living room shoveling kitty litter over yet another pile of cat poop in her litterbox. A kitten squawked from the sock drawer, where they all still slept. Claire was looking forward to giving up Mep’s four lunatic furballs to the homes she’d had absolutely zero difficulty finding for them. Her students had helped her out very well in this regard by telling their families they could not survive one day longer without one of Miz Rozette’s excellent kittens.

Claire rested her head on her knees. Ahh, these nightmares. I wish they’d quit, she thought. She took a deep breath and switched the light back off. 

She turned her clammy pillow over, settled her head back down on its dry side, and drifted toward sleep. In the darkened bedroom, she did not see Rizzo wake up. He lifted his small, intelligent head and gazed into the darkened middle distance of the bedroom. 
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