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The dog is on fire! She rips the cloth off the dining room table and chases him into the kitchen, but the dog slams into the cabinet, rattling all the china, and collapses on the floor at her feet, all his fur burned away. Her poor dog! How on earth did this happen? Her little dog is dead, and all she can do is scream for help.
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Exit heartbeat.


Exit breath.


Exit every mood, every memory.


Exit you.


To where?


First, their voices—the nurse’s, the doctor’s, my parents’.


“He looks so puffy,” I could hear my mother saying. “Is it normal he looks so puffy?”


I was a rabbit pulled from the black hole of a magician’s top hat. The doctor pointed to the television on the opposite wall and asked me if I knew what it was for. I thought he was joking. Next he asked me for my full name. This question frightened me more than it probably should have. I was Jim Byrd, wasn’t I? Didn’t he know I was Jim Byrd?


My chest was incredibly sore and bruised. Days would pass before I’d recall my collapse in the parking garage down the street from my office. A gash in my forehead had already been sutured. One of the nurses, a young girl with henna tattoos all over her hands and wrists, explained that the gentleman who’d discovered me at the base of the stairs leading up to P2 had administered CPR until the paramedics arrived with their defibrillators.


“If not for him,” she said, “you’d probably still be dead.”


“Dead?”


The nurse blushed. To have mentioned the fact of my death, I gathered, had been a slipup. She backtracked: Not an actual death, more like a figurative one, or, rather, a technical one. An almost-death.


Sudden cardiac arrest was the diagnosis. I had a long history of passing out, though until now I’d always understood these episodes to be a symptom of a simple fainting disorder. Childhood doctors had advised me to eat more to keep up my blood pressure. But new tests revealed my true condition, which amounted to a vast electrical problem in my body.


A misfire, my cardiologist called it.


“But was I really dead?”


“Clinically.”


Dying, he clarified, was a process, not a single event. It was like a wave pulling back from the shore, the sand shifting color, dark to light, as the water leached out of it. Even where the sand appeared dry, sometimes you could dig down a few inches and find more water. You died, and then you died a little more, and then just a little bit more until you were all the way completely dead—or not, depending.


“For how long was I?” I asked.


“Well, that’s difficult to say. Given that you seem to have suffered no brain damage, I’m guessing not more than five minutes. You’re very lucky.”


“I saw nothing,” I said.


“I’m sorry?”


“While I was dead. I saw nothing. No lights, no tunnels, no angels. I was just gone. I don’t remember anything.”


The doctor arched his eyebrows but was silent.


“What does that indicate to you?” I asked.


“I wouldn’t read too much into it.”


“Read too much into it?”


“I wouldn’t give it too much thought, is what I mean. Look on the bright side. You’re back. You’re only thirty-three. Still a young man. You have more life ahead of you, Mr. Byrd.”


To help guarantee this, he recommended that I have a device installed in my chest that would regulate this electrical problem, and soon thereafter I became one of the earliest recipients of a HeartNet, a very advanced implantable defibrillator that looks a little bit like a small onion bag only with tighter mesh. The bag wraps tightly around the heart, squeezing it, fusing with it. Located at its top is a little shrunken head—a node, its brain. I’m told it’s practically an artificial intelligence, that’s how smart this technology is. If never powered down, HeartNet will keep my heart beating for as long as its battery allows. About two hundred years, apparently. Due to the longevity of its batteries, the device has actually created confusion in some cases. I understand that there’ve been instances where HeartNet has failed to recognize that a body has already given up on itself and so continued pumping blood, undeterred. Hospitals have been forced to store bodies in their morgues with still-beating hearts.


My HeartNet is in constant communication with its manufacturer in Sheldrick, California, and I have the ability to monitor the diagnostics it provides in real time on my phone. A few taps on the screen, and an image of my own heart appears there, pumping and quaking. Blood flow through the four chambers is mapped as a staticky blue and red, outtake and intake. Beats per minute, electrocardiographic charts, echocardiographs, blood pool scans. It’s all there at my fingertips. If you select a certain option, the device will even alert you every time it saves your life—which is to say, every time your heart fails to beat properly of its own accord.


I experienced this for the first time about two weeks after the procedure. I wasn’t running or lifting weights or having sex. I wasn’t involved in any sort of strenuous activity whatsoever. I was simply sitting on the couch watching television. Receiving the alert—three delicate chimes, like a call to meditation in a Buddhist temple—I immediately shut off the TV and dressed.


I was wasting my life!


I desperately needed to be out of the house—but where to go? I wasn’t sure. This was a Friday night, about nine o’clock, and I had nowhere to be. I walked up and down the road a few times, then came back home and read three pages of a book on the later Roman emperors before sitting down on the couch for more television.


For weeks after that I worried that I wasn’t making the time count. I’d been given a second chance, and I needed to take advantage. One morning I got in my car and just started driving. West, naturally. Maybe I’d go all the way to the Pacific, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t have a plan. Crossing the North Carolina border and entering Tennessee, I felt alive, but by the time I reached Kentucky, the monotony of the drive had settled in, and I’d lost interest. I spent one night in a nice hotel in Louisville, toured the famous bat factory there, drank some whiskey, and then drove back east.


Not long after that I bought a plane ticket and flew to Ireland. I drank beers alone in a pub in Cork and listened to some decent music. Then I flew to Munich to see an old friend who’d settled there after graduate school, and one night I went home with one of his coworkers, a German girl who spoke very little English. Seeing my scar, she ran her fingers along it gently, a look of concern and pity on her face, and insisted, via hand signals and broken English, that she be on top lest I overexert myself. I tried to explain that the problem wasn’t the plumbing but the electrical, but this only further confused matters. She showed me her toilet and held up her fingers: One or two?


A few days later I returned home—to Shula, North Carolina.
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The White Hairs, we called them, the old geezers who’d flooded into Shula over the last twenty years and seized control of our local government and civic groups and boards. You sometimes got the feeling there’d been a convention—a gathering of all the nation’s old people—and together they’d voted Shula as their new home. You couldn’t really fault them for it. Shula was beautiful after all, quaint but busy, the Blue Ridge Mountains visible in most directions.


The White Hairs, really, had become the backbone of our town’s economy. Businesses thrived downtown—the antique stores and folk-art galleries and sandwich shops. Most restaurants were successful as long as they offered early seating. Large gated communities had sprung up to accommodate them—clusters of condominiums and townhouses with shared shuffleboard courts and swimming pools. To address their many medical needs and conditions, we’d added a second hospital, not to mention the various rehab centers and private practices.


I’d had a front-row seat to many of these changes in my capacity as a commercial loan officer. My uncle, a soft-looking man with a hint of a British accent acquired after only two years of graduate school in London, was an executive with a national bank, and it was with his assistance that I’d finagled my way after college into a leadership development program designed to train promising new employees for careers in credit analysis and commercial lending.


I’d been grateful for his help but also surprised by it. My uncle and my father had never been particularly close. I can recall only two childhood visits to my uncle’s home in Connecticut, a mansion with a horizon pool and a wine cellar. “All hat, no cattle” was how my father used to describe his brother, and I will admit that my uncle did put a premium on appearances. If he was bound soon for a vacation on a fancy coast, for instance, you better believe he’d find a way to worm that tidbit into the conversation. Still, when he’d offered me his help, I’d accepted it gratefully. What did I care if he was only intervening as a way of lording his good fortune and connections over my father? A leg up was a leg up. After completing the program I’d taken a job at a branch in my hometown.


Shula was not a particularly old city, though we celebrated its heritage and culture regularly with parades and photographic displays at the public library. A lake at the edge of town—now not much more than a neighborhood runoff pond at the center of a weedy meadow—had once been a popular tourist destination. There’d been dances in the pavilion there—parties, vacations. There’d been a small amusement park with roller coasters and merry-go-rounds in the adjacent field. People had been happy there once. You saw these people in photographs in their full-body bathing suits, their swim caps. Women with coiffured dogs in their laps; men with slick hair on water skis.


Their bright, untroubled faces, their voices rising up like so many clanging, noiseless bells—what had their lives been like? They were gone now, all of them, disappeared into the blue haze that surrounded the town.


Some mornings the fog was so thick and impenetrable you’d forget the rest of the world was out there. Other cities, other countries, other lives. The mountains—blue, soft, ethereal—were more like suggestions of geological features than actual ones. Always they lingered in the distance. You could never seem to reach them. They had no edge, no sure boundary or beginning. Science confirmed their ancientness. The landscape was wild but intensely familiar. We were living in the ruins of mega-continents, on rolling hills ground down by millions of years of erosion.


Crust. Thrusting sheets. Bedrock. I found it somewhat comforting to think of my limited time here on the ground in the context of that larger, deeper history.


IT WAS ON ONE SUCH FOGGY MORNING—about six months after my trip to Germany—that I was in my office at the bank and made a discovery that, arguably, changed the course of my life. I was reviewing the loan application for a Tex-Mex restaurant called Su Casa Siempre. The loan was a relatively modest one. The restaurant wanted to expand its dining area to the second floor of the house it occupied. On my desk I had a spreadsheet of its operating expenses, and I was whizzing through row after row of expenditures—Air-Conditioning Repairs, Catering Supplies, etc.—when I came to one marked Extermination and noticed an unusual figure:






	JANUARY


	$79







	FEBRUARY


	$79







	MARCH


	$79







	APRIL


	$2079








 


Two thousand dollars in extermination costs? This April spike seemed to me an excessive figure—I was intrigued. Very likely it was a typo, but already I was imagining cockroaches dancing across the plates, breeding in the oven, spewing from the outlets. A harried line cook leaped into view swinging his spatula at rats the size of raccoons.


I called the restaurant owner, and when she didn’t answer the phone, I had to leave a message: “Please call me at your earliest convenience,” I said.


Out in the lobby I could hear the tellers laughing and chatting. The fortune tellers, they called themselves, because one of them had once brought a pack of tarot cards in to work and taped a card to each of their counters.


Fool, Magician, Death.


Jokes such as these in workplaces such as ours were not easily given up. We recycled them endlessly: to pass the time, to kill awkward silences, to feel like part of a team. Two of the Fortune Tellers were ladies in their late fifties—Susan and Diana were their names—both with short, fashionable dyed hair; tan, deep cleavage; and photos of their grandbabies on proud display, tacked to the cubicle partitions that separated them. The third teller was named Darryl, and he was roughly my age, a stoner with a silver stud in his ear who refused to tuck in his shirts despite company policy and who was never not swigging a five-hour energy drink.


Our lobby was like most bank lobbies: a room with red carpets, off-white walls, and deposit slip kiosks. I had only to take two or three steps outside my office door to participate in conversations with the tellers, which I rarely ever did. I got the feeling that they preferred to be left alone. They didn’t like any interference from outsiders, the outsiders in this case being anyone on the other side of their counter. They were cliquey, is what it was.


I would often lean back in my chair and listen to their chatter. On that particular morning, Diana was telling the other two about a medical procedure—elective—that she was seriously considering. Apparently she had never much cared for the color of her eyes, which she described as “mud brown,” and she was thinking she might try something called an eye-dye. For five thousand dollars, a doctor would inject her eyeballs with a specially designed virus—a boutique virus, whatever that was—which would alter her at the level of her DNA and, over a period of a few days, transform her muddy brown eyes into a watery blue.


Darryl was very excited about this idea. He said he had a cousin who’d done it, and did Diana want to talk to her about it? Diana said she absolutely did want to talk to Darryl’s cousin about it. That reminded Darryl of something else he’d seen recently, a new brand of condom that turned green if it detected the presence of a sexually transmitted disease.


“Say what?” asked Susan, who was always happy to play the role of the fuddy-duddy. She didn’t quite understand. How would this condom work exactly? You’d slip it on and it would do—what? Turn green if the other person had AIDS or herpes or whatever else?


Yes, Darryl confirmed, precisely, except this magical contraceptive would also reveal if you had those diseases. It tested both partners, simultaneously, through contact with any of the various secretions.


“Wait wait wait, hold up,” Susan said. “Let’s think about this for a minute. In order to secrete any fluids, there must first be penetration. There must first be the entry of the one organ into the other. The sexual act would need to commence, would it not, before the condom could tell you if one or both partners were diseased? Wouldn’t the penis need to ejaculate at least a modicum of fluid first?”


This question went unanswered because Susan, the fuddy-duddy, had uttered the words “penetration,” “penis,” and “ejaculate” in rapid order, and now they were all giggling at the strange turn in their morning talk show. That’s how their conversations seemed to me, like empty talk show banter. Sitting at my desk, I couldn’t see them, and I often imagined them addressing a camera as they sat in tall chairs around a coffee table.


When I stepped out into the lobby half an hour later I found Darryl standing bowlegged with his hands shaped like pistols at his waist. A dueler’s stance. He was staring hard at a kitten calendar on the far wall and seemed ready to draw and blast a hole through a feline head. Diana, hand over her mouth, was stifling a laugh, and Susan was thudding her palms together violently, fingers stiff and arched away from each other, her bracelets jangling on her tan wrists. Darryl drew his hand-pistol and fired at the wall.


“That’s when the other guy dropped dead,” he said. “Just crumpled down on the ground. It looked incredibly real.”


“What’s this?” I asked.


“Darryl went to Tombstone last week,” Susan said. “While he was in Arizona visiting his sister.”


“Oh,” I said, “so you saw one of those gunfight reenactments at the O.K. Corral? That it?”


“Yes, sort of. But these weren’t actors. They were holograms of the actual historical figures. Wyatt Earp, Doc Holliday, and all the others. I’m not sure how they accomplished it,” Darryl said. “They might have cut Earp’s face from a photograph and grafted it onto an actor’s body. Looked amazing, not like those lame holograms you usually see. I have a picture of my sister trying to hug him. He looked real as you and me, I swear. All the little hairs on his mustache twitched in the breeze.”


“Amazing,” Susan said. “Just think if they’d had that sort of technology back when we were in school? Maybe I would have paid more attention in history class. Imagine sitting in class and watching Anne Boleyn getting her head chopped off at the front of the room.”


Diana laughed. “Kids watching beheadings in public school. You’re too much, Susan, honestly.”


“Well, it would be historically accurate, and anyway, that was just the first scene that popped into my head.” Susan was clearly embarrassed. “They’d watch other stuff, too.”


“Like the Spanish Inquisition,” Darryl said. “Confessors on the rack?”


“All the men moaning and dying on the field at Gettysburg?” I said.


“Viking raids,” Diana said. “Rapes and murdered babies.”


“Oh, stop it,” Susan said, smiling a little. “Now you’re just making fun.”


Eye-dyes, holographic cowboys—in the months after my surgery, the world was making less and less sense to me, generally. Why did the dentist want to drill holes in my molars and fill the holes with a glass composite? What was the point of a labradoodle? Sometimes I got the feeling I’d been brought back to life on the wrong planet.


My phone rang, and I ducked back into my office to answer it. On the line was Ruth Glazer, the restaurant owner, returning my call. After a few quick pleasantries, I asked her if anything unusual had occurred in March or April of last year.


“Uh, unusual?” she asked. “Shoot straight with me, Jim. Is there a problem with my application?”


“Not a problem, I don’t think. Just humor me.”


The owner was quiet for a few seconds. “I’m humoring.”


“The extermination expenses?”


“Hold on,” Ruth Glazer said, papers ruffling. “All right, so, yeah, I’m looking at it. We spent just over two grand last April. That what’s bothering you?”


“I wouldn’t say it’s bothering me,” I said, though it was starting to now, a little.


“Listen, all restaurants have to deal with this stuff. Comes with the territory. I’m sorry, but isn’t this sort of an odd concern?”


I didn’t care for her tone. I was her loan officer. A representative of the bank. I could ask whatever questions I pleased as long as my questions pertained to the application, to the investment we would be making in the proposed venture, which in this case was a renovation to the restaurant’s second floor, an addition that according to the architect’s plans would accommodate twenty-four more dinner guests per seating.


“Hey,” the owner said. “You still there?”


“I’m still here.”


“So?”


“Two grand just seems like such a large amount for an extermination.”


“It’s not so much,” she said.


“Not in the grand scheme, maybe,” I said, not really knowing what I meant by it. The grand scheme of what? I thanked her for her time—and for choosing our bank—and then hung up the phone.
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Su Casa Siempre was located in a pretty two-story house in a slightly grungy neighborhood on the periphery of Shula’s so-called historic district. The town’s character could vary from street to street, and here, on this block, you might have thought our town was in the middle of a mountain hipster renaissance. Fixed-gear bikes. A hot-yoga studio. A climbing gym. Not one but two microbreweries. A pizza place in an old gas station with intact but defunct pumps. It was the epicenter of the resistance to the White Hairs. That’s not to say that the White Hairs didn’t visit this part of town—because they did. They found it charming, like everything else. They recognized no territories, as such.


I’d never actually eaten at Su Casa Siempre, but I’d passed by it a hundred times and more. When I arrived, people were sitting at tables on the veranda that wrapped around the front of the house. Around back was a patio with dormant heat lamps and lights strung up along a fence that separated the patio from a gravel alley with a large green Dumpster.


The main dining room was packed when I ventured inside, every table filled with dinner guests. The hostess told me I’d have a thirty-minute wait unless I wanted to eat at the bar. She led me through the restaurant, and I sat down on a high metal stool. The bartender quickly delivered a menu and asked if I wanted something to drink. I pointed to the black erase board propped on the liquor shelf. Fangaritas, it said.


“One of those, please.”


A few minutes later my drink arrived: a slushy red margarita in an embarrassingly large glass. I was sipping on it when I realized that I knew the woman sitting at the end of the bar. She was wearing a cottony purple dress with thin straps over her freckled shoulders. Her hair, straight and dark, swished softly across her face as she made fierce notes on the top sheet in a stack of papers. To the left of her papers was a frosty glass of white wine. Her name was Annie, and we’d dated briefly in high school, though we hadn’t been in touch since those days. I watched her work for a few minutes before summoning enough courage to go over and tap her on the shoulder.


“No way!” she said, springing off her stood.


We hugged. She smelled exactly the way I remembered. Like spearmint.


Annie was the first girl who’d ever shown me much interest. I’d known her, tangentially at least, since kindergarten, but it was only in ninth-grade biology class that I began to notice certain things about her—the faint constellation of freckles around her eyes visible beneath her makeup, the thin perfect gap between her two front teeth, the spearmint-scented cloud that followed her wherever she went.


Always spearmint. The outer pocket of her backpack seemed to contain an endless supply of the green packaged gum. She unwrapped the foil from each stick with such precision, peeling back the paper and flattening the foil on her desk under her fingernail before bringing the stick to her parted lips. Once the gum was in her mouth, I was pleased to observe, she wouldn’t allow herself the pleasure of chewing it until she had folded the foil into a tight silver accordion and placed that accordion in the back pocket of her biology notebook. This was a performance enacted sometimes three and four times in a single class. It was curiously erotic, despite the formaldehyde smell that hung in the room. How had this amazing girl escaped my attention for so long?


Annie was at the restaurant alone, finishing up a little work before going home for the evening, but she invited me to join her at the bar for a few minutes. I explained the nature of my visit, that this was in fact a covert investigation on behalf of my employer. Sort of. She thought that was funny.


She gave me a quick rundown of the last fourteen years in her life: a theater major at the College of Charleston, two not-so-great years selling medical equipment over the phone, five slightly better years working as a paralegal for an immigration law firm and then later as an assistant arts manager at a live theater in Charleston. She had a twelve-year-old daughter named Fisher, who Annie said was “one of the coolest girls on the planet.” They’d just moved back to Shula in order to be nearer to her parents, and Annie had taken a job as an outreach coordinator and sometime director for Shula’s live theater.


Through the grapevine I’d heard something about her having had a kid and also something about a marriage. Something about a dead husband, too. A drowning, maybe. Something tragic. A topic to avoid, surely.


I asked her if it was strange to be back in Shula again.


“A little. I missed the mountains. The little mirrors at the intersections on the curvy roads. The cool mornings. But everything’s changed. There’s a CVS where my favorite meat-and-three used to be. And have they renamed the streets? Or made new ones? I keep getting lost. I make a wrong turn and end up behind strip malls that didn’t used to be there. I always seem to wind up at the backs of things, not the fronts. My parents think it’s funny. It’s not like Shula’s a big town, you know? The GPS in my brain is screwy, I guess. So you never left, huh?”


“Just for college. Chapel Hill.”


“Right, I knew that.”


We were both quiet for a moment.


“Hey, I have an idea,” she said. “Let’s not pretend like we don’t know anything about each other. Let’s be honest and just admit that we’ve looked each other up, occasionally, over the years. What’s the Internet for, if not prying into the lives of people we used to feel up.”


“Okay, agreed.”


“Good. So. My husband died.”


“Yes, I was really sorry to hear about that. How long ago was it?”


“Seven years. Not quite eight.” She grimaced. “And I was sorry to hear about your heart attack. How are you feeling, by the way?”


Not a heart attack, I corrected, but cardiac arrest. An important distinction. Heart attacks were what killed old fat men who’d been eating cheeseburgers and fried chicken all their lives. Cardiac arrest could kill anybody at any time—even strong, able-bodied men such as myself.


I got out my phone and tapped on the screen. My heart blossomed into digital view. I’m not sure why, but I found it soothing to be able to look at it whenever I pleased. Sometimes, when I had trouble falling asleep at night, I’d turn up the volume and listen to my heart beating. Bringing home a puppy for the first time, they say it’s best to stick a ticking clock in the box because supposedly the sound reminds the dog of its mother’s heart and brings it comfort. I was kind of like that puppy. As long as I could hear my heart, I was still alive. I was still here. This—the possibility that, at any moment, I would cease to be here—was what made it so difficult to fall asleep, I think.


I raised the volume so that Annie could hear my heartbeat over the noise of the restaurant. She seemed confused until I positioned the screen directly over my chest, creating a little window through my skin and rib cage.


“State of the art,” she said. “Looks healthy to me.”


“Yes, I’m all good now, though it was a nail-biter for about four or five minutes. Technically I was dead there for a bit.”


She squeezed my arm and let go again. “That’s so weird because . . .” She looked embarrassed. “Well, I’ve been checking out services at this new church in town. The Church of Search. You heard of it? I won’t lie, it’s a little weird. Nondenominational. Nominally Christian. It’s based in LA, but they have satellite campuses all over. This one meets in the old Masonic Temple here in town. A friend of a friend recommended I try it. Each week you listen to a different featured speaker—astronauts and Walt Whitman scholars and theologians. Sort of like TED Talks but with a Jesus bent. Anyway, a couple of weeks ago, the speaker was a lady who died and then came back again. She called herself Miss Lazarus. She told us she met God and He’s like a giant sun except instead of heat he radiates love. Nice, huh?”


“Very. I like that.”


“So, did you visit a giant God-sun? Any good news for me from the other side? Did your dead grandparents come to collect you at the arrivals gate?”


“God, I wish. Unfortunately I am unable to confirm the existence of a heaven. I saw nothing at all.”


“Nothing?”


I shook my head.


“Well, that’s alarming.”


“Isn’t it?” I took a sip of my drink. “And thank you for saying so. Most people brush it off when I tell them. They tell me not to worry. My dad thinks it was good for me. A wake-up call. He’s been an atheist since the sixth grade, when he read a book about the heat-death of the universe. As for my mother, I tell her about what happened and she starts throwing scripture at me. She says we all fall into some sort of deep sleep when we die, a thoughtless coma, and we only wake up again when Jesus returns to judge the living—”


“And the dead, sure.” Annie nodded. “But does she actually believe that?”


“If my mother’s pastor told her the only way into heaven was a strict diet of frog legs, she’d eat nothing but frog legs for the rest of her life.”


Annie arched her eyebrow. “What about you?”


“Would I eat the frog legs?”


“Before your heart problem, what did you think would happen when you die?”


Growing up, I explained, I’d always been told (primarily by my mother) that one of two fates awaited us all: heaven or hell. Glitz or doom. Heaven was a sparkling, glistening place, populated with voluptuous, gender-neutral angels and boisterous choirs singing songs so sweet your ears wept tears of joy. As for hell, it was much as you’d expect: eternal torture at the hands of the devil. As an adult, my conception of each place had evolved significantly, of course. Maybe heaven was achieving unity with God. Maybe hell was being cut off from the rest of Mother Universe; it was eternal isolation and darkness. But to have gone through at least the first few stages of death and to have returned without any glimpse of what lies beyond had been, to put it mildly, belief-shattering.


“Well, maybe you just weren’t dead long enough,” Annie said. “You didn’t go deep enough.”


“Possibly. Yes. I don’t know.”


She took a sip of her white wine. “By the way, from now on, when people ask you about this, I think you should lie. Just tell them it was all unicorns and cotton candy on the other side. Consider it a kindness.”


She smiled; a joke.


“I’m pretty sure that’s how new religions get started.”


“Well, the important thing is that you survived, you’re doing better.” She cupped her hand over mine on the bar. “I’m glad you’re still with us, Jim.”


I couldn’t decide if she was flirting with me or expressing sympathy—or both. Was it appropriate for me to reciprocate? Her husband had been dead for seven years, which seemed to me like more than enough time for us to flirt, guilt-free. I could feel each of her fingers on mine. Her nails were painted red. Her touch was soft and cool. I felt as if some rare, magical hummingbird had alighted upon me, and even to glance at it might scare it away. I tried to remain calm, still. My heart was beating faster now, and because I’d left the HeartNet app open on my phone, we could both hear it accelerating. I might as well have flashed her an erection; that’s how exposed I felt.


I snatched the phone off the bar, embarrassed, and she returned her hand to her lap under the bar. That was when I spotted the restaurant owner, Ruth Glazer, at the far end of the bar with a towel over her shoulder. She was a slim, red-haired woman. She grabbed a television remote from behind a tray of overturned shot glasses and, pointing it at one of the two flat-screens on the wall, changed the channel to a soccer game. I signaled over to her. We’d met once before, at the bank when she’d delivered a stack of documents, and she rushed toward me now with an outstretched hand.


“Jim! You should have told me you were coming. I could have sent over something special.”


An impromptu visit, I explained.


“Let me at least show you upstairs while you’re here. Show you what our plans are.”


I looked at Annie. “Care to have a look upstairs?”


“Sure, why not.”


Together we followed Ruth around the corner of the bar and down a narrow, carpeted hallway, at the end of which was a staircase—a tightly winding staircase of dark red wood, very pretty though in obvious need of repair.


“Use the rail, please,” Ruth instructed, gripping the bannister like she expected the steps to buckle. We did as we were told. We reached the second floor, where there was a bathroom, two bedrooms, a linen closet, and old shag carpets on the floors. The smell of mouse urine mixed with the cooking smells rising up from the kitchen below us. Distantly we could still hear the chatter and clatter of dinner guests.


One of the bedrooms was full of giant crates and collapsed boxes. Ruth explained that they’d mostly used the space for storage until now. What she wanted to do was rip out most of the walls and open up the space for more tables.


“Very nice,” I said, nodding.


“Takes a little imagination, doesn’t it?” Annie said. “These sorts of projects?”


“Very much so,” Ruth said proudly.


We were moving back to the stairs when I stopped the owner.


“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I have to ask. This won’t affect your loan, but why the two thousand dollars in extermination fees?”


“That again?” Ruth said, and rubbed the back of her neck.


“Did you have, like, a family of possums living up here? It’s just such a strange, large amount.”


She sucked in her lower lip and chewed on it in a way that suggested she was perturbed.


“Okay, I’m going to show you something, but I’d appreciate a little discretion once I do. It’s not a secret, but it’s not exactly something I want advertised either.”


She took a few steps down the stairs, and I assumed we were on our way to the kitchen, where she would reveal a hole in the baseboard behind the stove, the entrance to a rat’s nest, something terrible and stomach-churning, but she stopped us halfway down and pressed her back flat to the wall.


“Do like me,” she said.


And so all of us stood side by side, butts against the wall as if we were making room for a person to pass with a large tray of food. We’d been standing that way for two or three minutes, silently, when I asked her, as pleasantly as possible, what the hell we were doing.


“You’ll know it when it happens,” she said.


“When what happens?” Annie asked.


“Just wait.”


We waited.


“Just wait,” she said. “It can take some time.”


“How long?” I asked.


“Depends. You can’t rush it.”


Annie’s stomach growled. “Sorry,” she said.


We waited for a few more minutes and then Ruth said, “It never happens when you want it to. I have no control here, you have to understand. She’s not a magic trick.”


“She?” Annie asked.


Ruth nodded and invited us downstairs to her office for another demonstration. She said she had something else she could show us since this didn’t seem to be working tonight. “Keep hold of the rail as we go down,” she warned.


Her office was a small room off the kitchen. The flimsy white shelves on the wall over her desk were overloaded with papers and files. Under the desk sat a small pea-green safe and a stack of blank employment forms. She shut the door and sat down in a roller chair. We unstacked two dining chairs from behind her door and arranged ourselves near her computer, which she’d just turned on.


“I think I should just play you this without any introduction,” she said, turning the computer speakers toward us, fiddling with the knobs.


What we heard when she pressed Play was a whooshing noise, sort of like a vacuum cleaner or television static.


“So what is this exactly?” I asked.


She smiled. “This, my friend, is the proof.”


THE TALE OF THE DOG ON FIRE



The story Ruth told us that night in her office began, as such stories so often do, with the purchase of the house itself. A longtime restaurateur, she’d relocated to Shula from Austin in order to be nearer her girlfriend and had noticed that what our town lacked was a decent Tex-Mex option. The house on Graham Street was an obvious choice for its proximity to downtown and to a gravel parking lot across the road, not to mention the fact that with an upgrade to the kitchen and the demolition of a few walls downstairs, Ruth would easily be able to transform the space into a cozy and charming restaurant. It was only after Ruth had signed on the dotted line that the seller, via her real estate agent, warned Ruth about the staircase.


People were always falling on the stairs, the agent said.


Something odd about them.


Little accidents, strange incidents.


The damnedest thing.


Just be careful.


Ruth thought nothing of these warnings. So what if the stairs were a little dangerous? The house was old—uneven, forever settling—and anyway she didn’t plan to use the second floor that much, except perhaps as storage.


The trouble began not long after Su Casa Siempre opened its doors, when Ruth learned that her head chef was having an affair with one of the servers. The chef—a rather intense but talented woman—was married, unhappily, and the server was a real beefcake, not very smart but hardworking and quick-footed, one of the best waiters on staff. These little flings, Ruth explained to us, were not so unusual in the restaurant business, and so she never even considered intervening. As long as people performed their jobs, her policy was to never involve herself in their personal business.


But then one night the chef’s husband showed up during a rush, demanding to see his wife. He’d discovered some incriminating texts on his wife’s phone and was irate. Ruth tried to convince the poor guy to go home and wait there—not because she wanted to protect her chef, who apparently wasn’t a very likable lady anyway, but because she didn’t want the couple to make a scene in front of the diners. But the husband refused to leave until he saw his wife, and so Ruth, desperate to resolve this quickly, sent them both upstairs to one of the old bedrooms, asking them to please keep it down.


For about fifteen minutes the couple was up there screaming at each other, but then their voices dropped off suddenly, and all was eerily quiet. Ruth, who’d been hanging near the bottom of the stairs in case the fight escalated, rushed up and peeked into the bedroom. There she discovered the chef and her husband, pants around their ankles, up against the wall, fucking each other with such intensity that they didn’t even notice the interruption. Ruth brought the door closed again and went downstairs to wait in her office.


That’s where she was when the husband had his accident a few minutes later. Coming down the steps, he somehow tumbled forward and broke his wrist at the bottom. No one saw it happen. He swore that he hadn’t just fallen, that someone had pushed him. They looked to the chef, who insisted that she’d still been upstairs, in the bathroom. Ruth wasn’t sure who to believe. The chef had a notorious temper, and so it wasn’t implausible that she’d given her husband a shove. But then again, only minutes before, the pair had been having sex, which suggested to Ruth that they’d resolved their differences, at least to some degree.


Anyway, someone wound up calling the cops—it was never quite clear who made the call—and, in the confusion, the cops were inclined to arrest the chef for assault and battery. It was a mess. To keep this from happening, Ruth had to make a statement, had to confess that she’d inadvertently witnessed the couple fornicating roughly against the wall. In the end, the police didn’t arrest the chef, though she did leave the restaurant early for the night to be with her husband in the emergency room.


Not long after that Ruth fired her chef—for altogether different reasons, believe it or not—and hired a new one. Life continued. Business was good.


A couple of months later, a server was coming down the stairs after stowing away some boxes when she fell, too. She didn’t break any bones, thankfully, but, like the chef’s husband, she swore that something had pushed her, or at least knocked her. Ruth gave her a week off work and then hired a repairman to examine the staircase, to see if any boards were loose, etc. When the repairman reported that the stairs looked just fine, Ruth had him install an extra handrail along the wall as a safety precaution.


Then something even stranger happened, she said. Something that convinced her she needed to take more drastic action.


Another night, another server. A young guy. He was coming down the stairs, drying his hands with a towel, when he burst into tears. A volcano of wailing and crying. This poor guy couldn’t control himself. The other servers dragged him into Ruth’s office, out of sight, and had to physically restrain him. Once they managed to calm him down, however, the guy was unable to tell them what had triggered it. It was inexplicable. Ruth sent him home for the night.


A few weeks later a customer, looking for the bathroom, reported seeing a strange dark-haired man standing halfway up the stairs, a panicked look on his face, but when Ruth went to inspect, she saw nothing.


After that she began performing experiments. Sometimes, after closing, she’d sit at the bottom of the stairs and just wait. What she was waiting for, she wasn’t entirely sure. She’d watch. She’d chat.


“Chat?” we asked her. “Really?”


Indeed, Ruth said. She’d sit on the stairs and whisper words into the darkness:


Hello?


Is anyone there?


I’m here if you want to talk.


Mostly she felt like a fool. There was nothing there. Of course there wasn’t. People had fallen—and so what? A server had burst into tears, but people cried all the time, didn’t they?


Then, one night, Ruth felt it.


Like a cool hand across her neck.


A wave of sadness.


A gently undulating wave of sadness.


A sadness that rippled through her.


But not all the way through her.


Really there were no words to describe it.


A strange feeling of life on top of other life.


Overlapping histories. Overlapping stories.


She was crying, she realized then. Whatever it was, it had reduced her to tears. She hadn’t cried in years, and yet—tears! This was serious stuff. She wasn’t sure what to do about it. She retreated into her office, slammed the door. But it clung to her, this terrible feeling.


Clearly the stairs were haunted. She was going to have to wall them off entirely. She wasn’t the sort of person who believed in ghosts, but whatever was happening, it was real. That same night she made a sign and hung it on the bottom post.


DANGEROUS! DON’T USE THESE STAIRS UNLESS YOU MUST!


One afternoon—this was maybe a year later—a woman showed up and asked to speak with Ruth. She had a card. Her name was Sally Zinker and she was a professor at UNC. A physicist. She was legitimate, in other words. She’d seen the sign on the stairs and was curious to know why it was there. Ruth was reluctant to tell her. She didn’t want word to spread. What if it hurt business? But then the woman—this scientist—smiled and explained she’d heard some stories. Her mother-in-law, who was very old, had known some people who lived in this house once, a long time ago, and so she was familiar with its history. There’d been a fire, the physicist explained. A death. The house had an unusual energy.


What the physicist wanted to do was run some tests. Ruth had no problem with these tests as long as she was covert about it. Ruth was curious, too, after all. If this woman could explain what was happening with math or physics, great. Ruth wasn’t one of those people who needed there to be mystery in the world, she said. Fuck mystery. Shine a light in all the dark places. Kill the dark. That was fine by her.


Sally Zinker showed up on the appointed evening with two giant duffel bags of gear. As instructed, Ruth locked her up inside the restaurant alone for the night, and when Ruth returned the next morning, the physicist looked tired but basically unfazed. She thanked Ruth and left and that was that. Weeks went by and Ruth began to wonder if she’d ever hear from the woman again. Maybe it had been some sort of weird practical joke. Maybe she’d dreamed Sally Zinker.


Eventually a package arrived in the mail, a manila envelope that contained a letter, a CD, and a stack of glossy 8x10 images. The pictures showed what looked like storm systems—swirled blobs of yellow, orange, and red. One image showed a blue splatter. Sally Zinker had circled the splatter with a marker. Very odd, she’d written beneath it, though she didn’t say what the splatter was or what it might indicate. The attached letter, which was only a single paragraph, thanked Ruth for the opportunity and explained that the most interesting discovery, the most compelling, was the recording she’d burned onto the CD. A twelve-second clip of audio recorded at roughly 1:33 a.m. EST on the stairwell.


It was at this point in her tale that Ruth clicked the file on her computer once more.


“What am I supposed to be hearing?” I asked.


She cranked up the volume and restarted it.


This time a voice burped up from the noise, each syllable barely distinguishable from the noise that surrounded it. It had said something—but what? I was going to have to study it more carefully, listen two or even three more times.


Annie sat up a little straighter. “The dog’s on fire? Is that what it said?”


With a blank, far-off expression, Ruth nodded.


She played it for us again.


“Now that time I heard something different,” Annie said. “I heard doll got flyer. Or, dole got higher.”


“No, she’s definitely saying the dog’s on fire,” Ruth said. “I won’t even tell you how many times I’ve listened to this.”


“So what happened to her dog?” I asked.


The owner shrugged. The three of us sat there quietly for a moment. At our feet, I imagined it: a flaming dog, tail wagging like nothing was wrong.


“Okay,” I said, “but what about the two grand? What’s this got to do with that?”


“Oh, well, for years I just kept people off the stairs altogether. I made sure I was the only one who went up there. No one else was allowed. I didn’t want any lawsuits. But then I read a story in a magazine about a guy who claimed he could get rid of ghosts. This was more recently, just a couple of years ago. I hired him. He set up a cot at the foot of the stairs, and he slept there for a couple of hours on a Monday afternoon, while we were closed. Supposedly he had an ability to talk with ghosts in his dreams. But it didn’t work for us. He wasn’t able to extinguish the dog, as it were. I’d already paid him.”


Annie asked to hear the clip again. Ruth clicked it, and it played through, all twelve seconds, but this time I didn’t hear the voice.


“Dog supplier,” Annie said. “She’s saying dog supplier. Like a pet store is a dog supplier. It’s probably just some radio commercial that the recorder picked up.”


“No, it’s real,” Ruth said.


I tapped the computer screen with my index finger. I asked her if she could please send me a copy. If she could email me the file?


Annie gave me a sly look.


Ruth started a new email and dragged the sound file into it. “So there you have it, Mr. Byrd. The full story. I know it’s kind of crazy, but I trust this won’t keep you from approving theloan?”


I nodded and said of course this wouldn’t stop me from approving the loan. I’d only been curious, after all, not suspicious. My phone vibrated in my pocket. It was only later, as Annie and I shared an enchilada platter and nachos, that I checked my mail to ensure I’d actually received the file. I placed my phone flat on the table so that Annie could see what I was doing and would know I wasn’t just checking my mail in the middle of dinner. The file was there in my inbox as an attachment.


TheProof.mp3.


[image: illustration]


The scar on my chest is small and pink, across my upper left breast. Like the opening of a shirt pocket.


I used to sometimes take a marker and draw little pens and business cards sticking out the top. I did this as a goof, standing in front of the bathroom mirror before work, but eventually, looking at my chest with its pocket, it really was a kind of shirt I began to see.


A shirt that would eventually turn to tatters.


A shirt I would one day have to remove.


Annie saw my scar for the first time a week after our reunion in the restaurant. We were parked in front of her parents’ house. She was in my lap, bra off, and my shirt was half unbuttoned. She pulled away, I thought for a better view of my chest and the scar, but then asked if we should maybe relocate. I suggested my place, a twenty-minute drive, but she was nervous she’d fall asleep and didn’t like the idea of not being home when Fisher woke up in the morning. Plus, there were her parents to consider. She hadn’t prepared them for the possibility of her sleeping elsewhere for the evening, and now it was after midnight, well past their bedtime, and anyway, even if Annie had prepared them, staying out all night meant they’d have questions regarding her life decisions, a conversation she wished to avoid.


It seemed to me that she had given all this some thought before now, that possibly she’d already considered every option available to us and had concluded that sex simply wouldn’t be possible for us tonight and was only trying to nudge me gently toward the same unfortunate realization. I still had my hand on her upper leg under her skirt, my fingertips at the fringes of her underwear, and my mind cycled, helplessly, again and again to the car: Why not here—with the seats back? Why not now?


Then Annie sighed and said it would have to be the house. She nodded across the lawn at her parents’ two-story colonial. Perhaps sensing my uncertainty, she kissed me again and said I didn’t need to worry, as long as we were quiet. We dressed. After I moved my car down the street, out of sight, she led me across the yard, through the garage, and into the dark kitchen, which smelled strongly of vinegar. The smell rose up from all the counters and tables, from every surface. My shoulder knocked a pot hanging from a rack over the island, and it clanged against another pan for half a second before Annie grabbed both and quieted them. I apologized. She poured us both tall cups of water, which struck me as a very sensible thing to do. I followed her up the stairs, past the door to her parents’ bedroom, through which I could hear the noise of a sleep apnea machine. Fisher’s door was next. Annie motioned for me to continue down the carpeted hallway to a second set of stairs. Just before going up, I turned back to see her sticking her head in the door of her daughter’s room. Then she brought the door closed again, gently, and met me on the stairs. We ascended together to a renovated attic, Annie’s childhood bedroom.


“Have you ever dated a mom?” she asked.


“Not really.”


She smiled coolly. “Not really?”


“I haven’t, no.”


She removed her shirt. “Well, it’s not always like this, I promise. Moving cars, sneaking around. It’s so high school, isn’t it?”


I took off my jacket and tossed it across a chair near the bed. The room had low, sloped walls, small circular windows, and a private bath. I felt like we’d checked into a quaint bed-and-breakfast. Most of the artifacts of Annie’s childhood, it seemed, had been removed and replaced with tasteful lamps and area rugs. Along a far wall was a large stack of cardboard boxes, labeled with markers. Annie set our waters down on the only nightstand and turned on two oscillating fans—one near the door and another at the foot of the bed—before removing the rest of her clothes and sliding into bed. I tugged off my shirt and pants but waited until I was under the covers to stretch the elastic band of my boxer-briefs over my erection.


The bed frame was a cheap metal contraption and scraped against the floor loudly as soon as we began to move against each other. She squeezed my arm and I went still for a moment, perhaps giving the bed an opportunity to cooperate.


“Okay,” she said. “Sorry.”


To avoid more noise, I tried to keep my movements slow and soft but thirty seconds later I forgot myself, and the bed belched so enormously against the floor that Annie slapped my back. We were both very quiet. Her eyes flicked left, toward the door, as she listened for any stirrings in the rest of the house. An odd whispery giggle escaped her then, and she cupped her hand over her own mouth.


“I’m so sorry,” she said. “You probably think this is insane, don’t you?”


“Maybe we shouldn’t be in the bed?”


We migrated to a rug on the floor, her on top of me now, and finished there. Annie disappeared to the bathroom for a few minutes, and then I did the same. She didn’t indicate that she wanted me to leave, so I slid back into bed again alongside her.


I WOKE UP THE NEXT MORNING to find Annie sitting cross-legged on a yoga mat under the circular window. In her hands was my phone. Realizing I was awake, she blushed and offered it to me quickly.


“I’m not snooping. Your phone buzzed, and I thought it was mine, and then I clicked on it and . . .”


She showed me the screen. There my heart was beating, electric blue and red.


“I haven’t looked at anything else, I swear,” she said. “There are such things as boundaries, I do realize. I support boundaries. I have a friend, she goes through her husband’s emails and his texts religiously. Like, every night. She doesn’t even suspect he’s having an affair. She says she just likes to know who he’s talking to all day. She says it’s a form of intimacy.”


“Feel free to snoop. I’ve got nothing to hide.”


“Does watching your heart on here make you feel more or less mortal? Be honest.”


“A little bit of both.”


“I don’t think I could stand it. I think you should delete it.”


“Well, I sort of need the device.”


“Not the device, just this, the app.”


She stood, tossed my phone into my lap, and went into the bathroom. The shower kicked on. I sat up in bed, feeling the pleasant breeze of the fan on my face. I was naked under the sheets. Already I could hear noise downstairs: laughter, news radio, pans. The smell of coffee swirled into the room. I followed her into the bathroom naked, as if to prove to myself—and to her—that I wasn’t feeling modest, that I wasn’t afraid of her seeing me naked in the daytime, and closed the door behind me. She didn’t seem to mind my being there, so I sat down on the toilet lid. The bathroom was very small, nearly closet-sized, and I was maybe one foot from the shower.


“Let’s just say, hypothetically, that ghosts exist,” I said.


“Hypothetically.”


“Right, hypothetically. The voice in the recording—it’s real. Wouldn’t that indicate to you that we may not simply disappear when we die? That we are more than our bodies?”


She considered this for a moment. “I’m not sure. It depends on what ghosts are, exactly. Because what if ghosts are more like cicada shells? Husks left behind when a person dies. Like an echo. Or maybe ghosts are visitors from the future. Time travel might be involved.” She laughed at herself. “I have no idea what I’m talking about, by the way. You do realize that, right?” She grabbed a springy white loofah hanging off the hot water nozzle and ran it quickly between her legs. The water glided down the glass in lazy sheets and splattered loudly at her feet.
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