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For Stephen,

for everything.


Thus have the gods spun the thread for wretched mortals: that they live in grief while they themselves are without cares; for two jars stand on the floor of Zeus of the gifts which he gives, one of evils and another of blessings.

—Homer, The Iliad


1

I wasn’t thinking about rescue when my grandmother’s letter came. Nothing in my life had given me reason to expect divine giveaways, and I certainly didn’t deserve any. No, to be honest, I was thinking about a nap.

I’d started out well. Made an effort to tackle the day or shape my destiny or whatever useless crap the placement office motivational posters said would fix everything. I really had—went to campus, checked in at the job board again, added my name to the Physics Rules! advisement list to show my availability to tutor. Again. For another week.

But that’s where my effort ended. The idea of listening to one more lecture while I grew more sure, every day, that the diploma about to be stuffed in my hand was going to be completely useless here in greater Los Angeles or anywhere else in the goddamn country, for that matter, was just too much. My advisor was right. I should’ve applied to grad school. But she’d moved away last semester, which meant there was no one left to tell me what to do or say she’d told me so. What was the point of hanging around campus? So I left.

I caught the next bus to West LA and sat facing a sign that told me a career in auto mechanics would’ve been a better choice, then got off to walk the rest of the way home, head down, fists shoved in my sweatshirt pockets against the morning chill. I thought first about whether I’d hate waiting tables or selling shoes worse. Then I thought about the throbbing spot on my jaw and what lies would most plausibly explain the bruise beginning to ripen there. I thought about the worthless bastard who’d given it to me. I thought about the nauseated knot in my belly, not sure whether it was just anxiety that my period was well over a week late or already the consequences of it. And that’s when I started to think that sleep was the only way to stop thinking about how thoroughly I deserved my spot at the bottom of this pit I’d dug for myself.

I stopped in the breezeway to check the mail before going upstairs to my apartment, a trip that always unnerved me a little. The balcony that led past my door appeared slightly off plumb as it wrapped around the courtyard, no matter where you stood, bad enough that I had to look away from a woman leaning too far over the metal railing to yell something in Spanish to a lower apartment. A brown palm frond drifting on the surface of the pool was the finishing flourish to an overall air of dilapidation. Carlo was a terrible super. And, as I should have been able to tell, a terrible person. A girl with reasonable faculties would have known there were better ways to avoid thinking about the future than allowing him to only make things worse.

I put my key in the mailbox lock. The door was dented and the lock tarnished, my roommate’s and my names caught behind a yellowed plate. Actually, mine had slipped so that Alvarez appeared just below the edge of the frame. I tugged it the rest of the way out and threw the scrap on the ground. For better or worse, I’d be out of this apartment soon enough.

I grabbed the stack of envelopes and mailers and shut the door. Footsteps coming down the stairs behind me rattled the banister.

“Hey.”

I looked up. My roommate, wearing a bathrobe over jeans, carrying car keys.

“Hey.”

“I’m going for coffee,” she said as she passed me.

“Okay.”

I watched her walk toward a sagging Impala parked too close to the curb. Her steps were slow and heavy but straight. Probably just hungover. Of all my questionable roommates, I had to admit that this one had worked out pretty well. She was a sleepy drunk rather than a delusional one, self-absorbed and undemanding, prone to go limp rather than drive a car at her worst, so it didn’t trouble me to watch her sink into the driver’s seat and start it up. Better still, she had a father who paid her share of the rent on time. Little favors.

The car coughed to a start and pulled away, puffing clouds of blue smoke. I went back to the mail. UCLA Class of 1978: DO YOU HAVE YOUR CAP AND GOWN YET? demanded the postcard on top. I flipped past. Electricity bill, sale flyer from Tower Records, something from a law office addressed to my roommate. A letter from Lockheed I didn’t need to open because that pimply shit Terrence from second quarter General Relativity had already told me he’d gotten the job that had been my last hope. Then I saw my grandmother’s handwriting and stopped.

It’s not as if getting something from her was uncommon—far from it. Her letters were usually short and, of themselves, insignificant: We had a late storm, and Merle lost two calves—real nice ones. School closed around here for two days. The snow is already pulling back up the slopes, tho, so this’ll be gone real soon. I’ll probably be able to get back to the cabin in two or three weeks. They said that as far as she was concerned, it didn’t matter that I lived in California. That I had always been as much a part of her life in Colorado as the snow and the calves. And that I always would be. The easy, impersonal notes invited easy, impersonal responses, so it never took me long to answer; we probably exchanged letters every two or three weeks and had since I was old enough to write.

I tucked the rest of the stack under my arm and worked my thumb under the flap. Folded inside the envelope was a single sheet torn from a legal pad, yellow and lined, with my grandmother’s angular writing nearly filling the page.


My dear Elena,

Do you remember Paul and Carrie, out on the east edge of town? Paul fixes my truck. He has that mark on his neck. They have two children, and now Carrie’s gone. Paul drives a truck some and is gone a few days at a time. Are you still looking for a job? If you can put it off a few months and come help out this summer, that’d be real good. Folks are all doing what they can but they can’t take those kids full-time much more. It’s hard on the kids, too. Nobody can pay you anything, but you won’t spend anything, either. It’d give Paul more time to save money and figure out what to do. This is just all so sudden. Let me know quick as you can.

Tuah



I looked out over my roommate’s empty parking spot with the oil spots on the pavement toward the stucco face of the Whispering Palms Apartments across the street, rust stains weeping from the corners of the windows. A few shreds of morning fog were still caught in the lower leaves of the jacarandas. An old woman labored along the sidewalk beneath them, pulling grocery bags in a child’s wagon.

What did she mean by “gone”? Dead? Run away? Imprisoned? And why? What had happened? How old were the children? Girls or boys? What exactly would I be doing? I hadn’t been around children much. What about their father? I had a vague memory from one of the monthlong visits my own father and I made each summer, sitting three across on the front seat of my grandmother’s truck, fanning dust from my face as she stopped to talk to someone at the dirt crossroads: a man in another truck with a dark birthmark that wrapped across his throat and reached for his ear. But other than that, I knew nothing. Would I be staying in the house of a stranger? How long would he be gone? How often?

I realized all at once that it didn’t matter. The questions swooped through my mind and away again like passing birds. The only one that pressed on me very seriously was How did she know?

My mind was already made up. I could smell the thin, clear air, see the aspen leaves twisting in the sun, feel the heat on my skin. Go home to the only place where my guilt grew faint around the edges. A turn of events like this was more than I could’ve hoped for. More than I deserved. If I could take this life I’d wrecked and trade it in for another, I would accept almost anything in return.

*

The class of 1978 graduated without me. I’d dreaded parading across that stage. Besides—my father was the only one who would’ve come, and he, ever anxious to please his mother, agreed that it was good for me to leave for Colorado as soon as I finished my last final. I put my key on my roommate’s windowsill and loaded my car early in the morning, long before there was any chance Carlo would see me carrying bags and make me question what I was doing. It was better this way.

I followed the route my father and I had always taken together, every summer since my mother had left us—and probably with her, as well, if I’d been paying attention when I was that young. Leaving the coastal fog behind me, I crossed the Mojave on the first day. Hour after hour of desolation, a landscape of gray: rocks and grit and miserly, grasping, starving plants. Of radiant heat. My father always made sure we had plenty of water—in stoppered Pyrex bottles that sloshed and clacked against each other in the backseat and made me want to go to the bathroom more often than I probably needed—and his farewell gesture this morning had been to make sure I was well supplied now that I was traveling alone.

I drove with one wrist hung over the top of the steering wheel, the opposite elbow out the open window. The air blowing in felt as if it came out of a furnace and smelled of dust and tar and fumes, but the Pinto had no air conditioning, so it was better than the alternative. I wore shorts and a tank top, and sat on a towel to keep the sweat from gluing my skin to the vinyl. From time to time I would turn on the radio, occasionally picking up some nattering Spanish or a few country songs, then shut it off again a few minutes later, preferring the sound of the wind and the feeling it gave me of being carried, floating across the landscape like smoke, touching nothing.

My father had never talked much as he drove, so I didn’t particularly miss his company. Once every hour or so he used to clear his throat and call out over the wind and the engine, “How’re you doing?”

“Fine,” I would yell back.

He’d follow up with, “You hungry? Need anything?”

It was a ludicrous question. Unless I needed rocks or cactus thorns, the offer was hollow. We’d lapse back into silence, and I would entertain myself by lining up the edge of the window with the edge of the road or seeing how long it would take for a near Joshua tree to seem to pass a farther one.

Dreary as the drive was, there was only one year I hadn’t wanted to go. I was fourteen, and complained I was missing out on beach trips and slumber parties that I’d never really cared about before or since. But I hadn’t put up a serious fight. My resistance was just a convenient weapon, readily available to prove my lack of freedom whenever I felt nagged about picking up clothes or cereal bowls or books left wherever I last touched them. But I never brought it up independently. I think, deep down, I knew we were only posturing, my father and I, taking care to maintain a delicate balance of opposing weight and force. I feared that if I pushed with any real effort our lives would tip, he’d give way, and I’d find myself holding power I didn’t want. While around my grandmother, though, we both ceded control to her, and for just that month, I relaxed.

Our dining routine saved the drive, and I followed it now as if collecting stamps in a pilgrimage passport. The staff of Santo Burrito. The mustard smear of the Cross. At home, my father cooked at a survival level, overwhelmed by the grocery store and accused by the presence of a kitchen in every home. But we almost never ate out, sitting instead at our silent table, cutting, chewing, looking at our plates or at the wall. On the road, though, we ate at coffee shops, diners, and truck stops. We went to the same ones every trip, each the campiest, most lurid landmark in sight, and together they represented the only hint of playfulness I ever saw in my father.

The Cactus Blossom in Nevada, where we had pancakes with nopales syrup, was an adobe cube of weathered green, with hand-painted brown spines a foot long hashed all over it and electric pink tin flowers anchored to the roof. They’d been folded and twisted by the wind so often that fragments of broken petals peppered the sand outside. Dino’s Drive-In in western Colorado had a life-size plaster brontosaurus wrapped around the building and the tyrannosaurus-head speaker that took your order. A western cheeseburger for my father; a plain single for me with onion rings and a Dino’s Dessert Pie.

The highlight, though, was Harvey’s, in southern Utah, which boasted only a giant frosted cup tilted at the top of a twenty-foot pole. Against the competition, it should not have captured my father’s attention, but it seemed the frosted cup was enough to capture anyone’s attention, standing as it did above the sandstone grit, not a hint of green anywhere in sight, the sun glinting off the Lucite droplets on the cup’s surface. Ranchers, with their hats and their snap-front shirts, their dark jeans hollow over flat bottoms and bowed legs, would bring their families into the air conditioning from thirty or more miles away. Their wives had lines around their mouths, their sons were laconic and polite, and their daughters were wiry and as sharp-eyed as birds. Harvey’s served fresh fruit shakes made with watermelon and cantaloupe and peaches, ice cream, and cold milk, and we would sit inside at a white table, our hands wrapped around the sweating cups, icing our throats and shivering while we looked out the window at the heat waves rising off the car.

I found I liked traveling alone. I stopped and started at my own choosing. I ate unselfconsciously alone at restaurants. I could have sat for hours at the window at Harvey’s with my blackberry shake, elbows on the counter, heels hooked on the rail of my stool, watching the shadow of the giant spinning cup lengthen and shrink again across the sand.

I arrived at the Travelodge a couple of hours farther on, and paid for my room with a credit card I was using for the first time. I savored the hard edges of the key in my pocket, and spread my things out in the room as if I planned on staying a week. As I turned on the TV and lay back on the bed, crossing my arms behind my head and arching my feet, I felt the cords connecting me to Los Angeles stretch to their limit, vibrate for a moment, then break.

I was free. And at the end of the summer I would just drive on. Waitress at a beach bar in the Keys. Cook lobsters in Maine. Save money. Get this baby into more responsible hands and take a stab at grad school in another year or two. I had left behind nothing I cared about, no responsibilities or obligations, no family. My mother existed only in memory, and my father’s vague, disapproving presence served little practical purpose and could be invoked from anywhere. Whether he was in the room or across the country made little difference. Was this all there was to it? Could I actually just drive away from my old life and my colossal debt would be canceled? If so, well, I’d be the last person to insist that I owed more.

I woke early the next morning, feeling more rested than I had in weeks, and left when the rocks were still deep red and cast long shadows. For this part of the journey, the desert was framed by cliffs and mesas in the distance in one direction and rusty canyons and mountains in the other. Sometime after midday I began to see occasional trees, then a snaking line of green along a river, and finally fields and orchards and sagebrush rangeland. I watched for the first pine. And then I began to climb.

I left the interstate near Vail, its lift chairs idle over boulevards of grass curving through the trees, and started to wend my way south, higher and higher, through Leadville, casting a glance toward the neighborhood where my grandmother kept her winter home. Somewhere, that same direction, was the home of the family I had supposedly come here for, but all I cared about now was getting up to the cabin. I stopped at Safeway and bought fresh fruit and meat and a gallon of milk, then drove on. After Leadville, the way became narrower and more precipitous, and I saw few other cars. Spruces and firs crowded against the road, then would break open to reveal a glacial valley, newly green in early summer. In the darker hollows I could see patches of snow lingering under the trees. It was hard to remember I’d started the day in the desert.

Eventually I left the pavement. I had some miles to go over washboard dirt road before the turnoff to Hat Creek. From time to time barbed wire would emerge from the trees to meet the road at a cattle guard, or an archway of timbers would announce the entrance to the Bar Lazy something-or-other. My elementary school classmates had been fascinated by my summer trips, which must have seemed to them like journeys into a Wild West story. They probably doubted my honesty.

“She lives in a real ghost town?”

“You cook on a fire?”

“There’s no sink inside?”

“No toilet?”

“Where do you go to the bathroom?”

“You go outside? At night? What if it’s cold?”

“Are there bears?”

There were, but my grandmother had plenty of experience in keeping them at bay. She had already made her way into the local history books as the last resident of Hat Creek, a gold mining outpost that grew and died within the span of thirty years. She had even been featured in a human interest story in the Rocky Mountain News a few years ago. The photo showed her in profile, leaning one shoulder against a porch post at her cabin and cradling a coffee mug in her hands. “Miriam Alvarez marks her seventieth birthday at her solitary mountain home,” read the caption. The article mentioned her husband, Eduardo, who died nearly twenty years earlier, and two children born and raised there: a daughter, Benencia, who had died as a teenager, and a son, my father, now living in California “with his family.” The last year-round residents had left decades earlier as gold mining ceased and wartime molybdenum mining drew them to Leadville.

My grandparents had gone as well, but every spring since my grandfather died, my grandmother would follow the retreating snow up to the valley just below timberline, her car loaded with flour and beans and canned ham and dried apples and bottled peaches. She would unlock the door to the old cabin, take down the sign advising hunters that the home was still occupied and to please look to any of the other structures for shelter, hook back the shutters, sweep out the mouse nests, air the blankets, and start a fire in the stove. Its wavering trail of smoke against the late-afternoon sky would be the signal that I was almost there.

Though my grandmother made the cabin her summer home, she made enough trips back and forth to Leadville that the road to Hat Creek stayed reasonably navigable. I drove with my chest close to the steering wheel, peering over the hood, easing the Pinto into each dip and around muddy spots, careful to avoid any rocks that threatened to scrape the oil pan. On the necessity of this my father had been quite fixed, standing on the curb yesterday morning, giving instructions with one arm folded across his chest and the other chopping the air to make … things … very … clear. I’d wondered briefly whether there might be a story or two to explain his stress on this point but didn’t really want the information badly enough to work or wait for it.

At last I eased through the center of Hat Creek, driving slowly to keep the dust down, passing between the abandoned shells of lives long gone. My grandmother had spun stories for me, though, bringing the silent town to life. To the left, Hamilton Brothers General Merchandise, the name still red, outlined in blue, on the false front where the boards had cupped and split. It had been run by a pair of Scottish brothers who slept on cots behind the counter for a decade before one got married to a large, loud woman, and the other left within a month with nothing but a suitcase.

To the right the saloon entrance gaped empty and dark between broken hinges, where identical twin brothers who had been secretly sharing a job at the mine surprised themselves and their coworkers by stumbling through it—one going in, one going out—at the same time.

Ahead lay the scattered logs of a cabin knocked over by a mule skinner who yanked the reins in the middle of an argument with the foreman about how much longer he could wait for a full load. My grandmother had told me the story more than once, each time demonstrating with her forearms the way the cabin had leaned over and lain down in the dirt: upright, lying down.

Beyond that, the road bent to the left at a rocky saddle and dropped out of sight on its way to the jumble of abandoned machinery and the locked gate of the old mine entrance. But my path lay in the other direction, up a track that bent to the right behind the schoolhouse, where my grandmother had shown me the marks children made against the doorsill to measure how tall they were. The tires crunched as I turned uphill and into the trees.

She’d heard me coming, of course. Plus the dust must’ve been visible for miles. She stood on the edge of her porch, one hand braced against the small of her back, the other shielding her eyes. She wore a chambray shirt and twill work pants and work boots, with her steely hair pulled into a bun. She held her arms open and unbent as I got out of the car.

“You look tired.” She gave me a stiff embrace, then pulled back, holding me by the shoulders and studying my face. Mac, the latest in a line of wise and shaggy dogs, stepped off the porch and shambled toward me, pressed his nose into my hand.

“Thanks, Tuah. Aren’t you supposed to wait till people are fifty or sixty or something to say that?”

“No. Not when you really do look tired.” She narrowed her eyes. “What’s that on your chin?”

I put my hand over it. “A bruise. I slipped getting out of the pool.”

“Huh.” She continued to study my face. “You feel all right?”

I wasn’t inordinately tired; nothing felt sore or strained or different. I hadn’t gained any weight. I felt a little unsettled first thing in the morning and needed to eat something right away, but as long as I didn’t let myself get hungry, I didn’t notice anything else. Surely she couldn’t have.

“Well, I’ve been in the car for two days. I’m sweaty and dirty and the last time I ate was about two hundred miles ago. Is that it?”

She tilted her head as if really thinking the answer through. “No,” she finally announced, releasing my shoulders. Then she turned and went inside. “Did you bring any fruit?” she asked over her shoulder. “I’ve been thinking about a banana all day.”


2

I slept for the better part of three days.

I sat outside in a porch chair my grandfather had made, moving it from time to time to follow the sun. When awake, I only bobbed on the surface of sleep. Then seaweed fingers would twine around me and drag me back under without warning, sometimes for only a few minutes, other times for an hour or more. The clearing around the cabin became an island where I washed up from time to time. While there, I would start to think about my choices, my future, the clock ticking in my belly, but then the breezes stirring the upper limbs of the pines would sound like the surf, hushed and rhythmic, and I would doze again, wrapped in a quilt, my head cradled against the worn boards.

Tuah eased the threads of truth free carefully, one at a time, without me noticing what she was doing. She waved off my help with chores she excused as being “a one-man job” or something that would take “just a moment,” then asked questions as she worked that came across as mere efforts to pass the time.

She started on the first day as she squatted in her small garden patch, pinching weeds and overcrowded plants between her fingers. Greens thrived under the intense sun and the cool nights at this altitude, and she grew varieties that I knew only by her pet names. Corn Salad. Ragged Jack. Foreign Shoes. She dismissed my offer of help in this case by claiming she’d staggered the planting and I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between weeds and immature lettuces. I should rest after that long drive.

“Graduating must feel like a real accomplishment,” she said as she parted two bunches of spinach to peer beneath them for intruders. Or maybe they were chard.

I shrugged. “It’s what happens when you run out of classes.”

“That’s not true.”

“Close enough. I took some classes, then I took the ones that followed, and then there weren’t any more.”

She peered up at me from under the brim of her straw hat. “You do know I didn’t go to college.”

“Of course.”

“Going to college is a remarkable opportunity.”

I twisted my finger into the edge of the quilt. “Yes, ma’am.”

She gave a pheh through her lips and crab-stepped a few inches to the side, parting another pair of plants. “Now don’t go acting like a child, like I’m correcting you. You’re a grown woman. But I grew up different and I just want to understand your way of thinking.” She probed between the plants as if that was the primary focus of her interest. A mountain jay made a blue slice across the upper corner of my field of vision.

“It’s just—going to school. It’s what people do. And now …”

“Time to pick your own path. That’s a privilege, too,” she said when I failed to complete my own thought.

“I know.”

Tuah gave a single nod, the brim of her hat dipping down, then up, but she didn’t look at me. She prodded at the ground with a sticklike tool, working something back and forth with her other hand.

“Hah!” She yanked upward, holding a weed aloft for me to see, its dirty taproot dangling below her thumb and forefinger. “Even up here. Dandelions. If you don’t get the whole thing, it’ll just come back.” She continued to look at me for just a fraction longer, whether to emphasize the magnitude of her victory or to allow some metaphoric meaning to sink in, I didn’t know.

She tossed the weed into a growing pile a few feet away from her. “I think I would’ve studied biology. Understanding how things live, how they keep living … now that would be interesting.” She moved again, plucking the little grasses that poked up between the plants.

I looked down at the quilt, the binding now wound around my finger. I could remember having picnics on it as a child. I used to aggravate my parents to no end by taking an apple or a piece of bread, bunching this quilt under my arm, and disappearing for hours with Rex, Tuah’s dog at the time. I took perverse pleasure in defying the order that I tell someone at least what I was doing or the direction I was headed before I left. I cared nothing for my mother’s anger, which was constant and meaningless and only shifted from one object to another. During our Colorado visits she tried to keep it from showing, which made it all the quicker to flash through any little fissure of irritation. My father’s frustration at things that wouldn’t stay in their places was endless, so his anger here seemed more born of helplessness at his inability to keep her happy or me leashed. It produced pleading rather than volatility, oil rather than heat.

But I didn’t care. I wanted only my freedom, and my parents’ anger was too slight a consequence to matter. Announcing a plan and getting permission would defy the point of going in the first place. At the time I couldn’t yet imagine any consequence to my actions that should inhibit them in the slightest.

I worked my finger free, then slid it along the edge to a new spot and started over. I envied Tuah. She lived as she pleased, moving between town and the cabin, answering to no one. As far as I could tell, she enjoyed what I had been dreaming of for a decade: perfect solitude, with no one to be responsible for, no one to harm.

I pulled my finger free again, then balled my hand under my temple. “I’m not sure what I’ll do next, just yet,” I said. “There’s time.”

I wasn’t sure whether she heard me, but then she looked up at me, considering.

“I see,” was all she said. She waved a hand as Mac sauntered toward her. “Shoo,” she said, then turned her attention back to the ground. I was asleep before she got to the end of the row.

*

I woke the next morning to the murmur of voices, overlaid by the crack and clatter of wood chopping. Dammit. Cowboys. I dragged my hand out from under the pillow and squinted at my watch. Not even seven o’clock yet.

The remains of Hat Creek were in what was now open rangeland, the countryside peppered with cow pies in various stages of desiccation. Wandering Herefords, with their white, expressionless faces, would meander single-file down the main street from time to time as the empty windows watched them pass, or bed down in the shade uphill from the cabin to chew their cud.

Stopping at Tuah’s house was something the ranch hands liked to do whenever they could reasonably claim to be in the neighborhood—rounding up calves for branding, looking for strays, following up on reports of bears or mountain lions. She’d offer them a meal, they’d do a chore, and everyone would feel pleased with the exchange. But I’m pretty sure the cowboys were really just checking on her, though they never said so. By virtue of longevity, she’d become a communal grandmother, both in town and up here, and pretty much everyone who knew her called her Tuah as I did. I’d been told the name came from my grandfather repeatedly introducing her to me as tu abuela when I was little. When he died not long after, the name became an echo of his voice, and she never wanted to be called anything else.

As great as it was that folks cared about her like family, they weren’t my family, so I would have to march to the privy in front of strangers unless I wanted to stay in the house indefinitely. I sat up, rubbed my face, and raked my fingers through my hair a few times. Now that I was awake, waiting them out was no longer an option. To hell with it. I pushed my feet into my flip-flops. The sweats I’d slept in would have to be good enough for the occasion. I grabbed my toothbrush and toothpaste, then stepped out onto the porch to meet three horse faces lined up along its edge, one black, one brown, one spotted black and white.

“Well, hi, kids,” I said. The brown one shook, setting off a jangling of harness.

“There she is,” Tuah said, straightening, a piece of wood in each hand. Two cowboys that looked to be not quite out of their teens wielded hatchets at the splitting stump. The third, rolling a log toward them with his foot, was much older, leathered and weatherbeaten. He could have been forty or eighty.

“You make it sound like I’m stumbling out at noon.”

“Just glad to introduce you. Gentlemen, this is my granddaughter. Elena, this is Tom, Leo, and Rich.”

“Pleasure.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Pleased to meet all of you. But I need to”—I gestured over my shoulder with my thumb—“you know.”

“Of course.”

“Well, sure.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I scuffed off the side of the porch and along the path toward the privy. After they finished chopping, they’d expect breakfast. They’d be here half the day. I yanked the outhouse door open and let it slam behind me. I just wanted to eat a bowl of oatmeal in privacy and sit in the sun. And probably go back to sleep.

I took as long as I could possibly justify, brushing my teeth to a level my dentist would admire, washing my face, neck, arms, feet, counting the cold water as a small price to pay for the extra moments of privacy. By the time I came back down the path, I could see the first trails of smoke rising from the chimney.

“I wanted you to start the fire but I couldn’t wait any longer,” Tuah said as I stepped onto the porch.

Twelve years, now. When would she let it go? I was never going to start another fire. Period. “Sorry. It took a while to wake myself up, you know, after sleeping so late.”

“Sure,” said one of the younger cowboys. “The night life around here can be pretty crazy.”

“Thank you for understanding.” I wiped my still-damp hands on the seat of my sweatpants. “Tuah, you want me to start some pancakes or something?”

“That would be nice.”

Thank God. I managed to fill enough time getting dressed, mixing the batter, wiping plates, and getting the table set that I didn’t have to go outside again before calling everyone in to eat.

The cowboys ate with their heads bent over their plates, hair pressed to their scalps but for the ridge that marked the place where their hats usually rested. A smattering of conversation about the weather helped me know it had been an unusually dry spring so far. Finally the older one pushed back from the table.

“Rich, Leo, we best get going.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Thanks a lot.”

Tuah stood as well. “No, thank you. That wood will last me half the summer, and breakfast won’t last you more than a couple of hours.”

“And the work only took a couple of hours. We’re more than square.”

“And thank you,” the older one said to me, extending his hand. “Those were some real fine pancakes.”

I hoped my smile looked warm, rather than as if I was about to laugh. Only the use of “flapjacks” would have made him sound more like a character from an old Western. “You’re very welcome.”

“Yes, thank you,” the next one said, shaking my hand as well.

“Of course.”

“Thanks a lot,” the final one said, taking my hand in turn. But then he held onto it a little longer. “I hope to see you again real soon.”

Good God. What was he, sixteen? He had rosy cheeks and skin that looked as if it had never been shaved.

“I’m sure you will.” I pulled my hand away and sidestepped to follow the others out the door. They got on their horses, and the older one touched the brim of his hat.

“Bye, now,” he said.

They turned and fell into line, but as the black, the brown, and the spotted tails swished away, the cowboy at the rear turned around with one hand against the back of his saddle to give me a long final look. He grinned, nodded once more, and then the three of them faded away into the trees.

“My,” Tuah said as the last tail disappeared. “Looks like you caught somebody’s eye.”

“Spare me,” I said, turning to go back inside.

“What? There’s no rule against you enjoying yourself while you’re here.”

I twisted around in the doorway. “Tuah! Aren’t grandparents supposed to be overprotective? He’s a cowboy—bar the door and all that.”

“Leo is a scholarship student at Mines.”

“What?”

“School of Mines, down in Golden. One of the best engineering schools in the country. This is his summer job, at the dude ranch. Don’t be so quick to judge. There’s always more to things than you think.”

Had my father, master of the snap judgment, really been raised by this woman?

“People are the same the day you meet them as the day they die, so you might as well figure out what you’re dealing with up front.”

I first remembered hearing that when I told him about a sixth-grade classmate who’d called me a babykiller. I had not yet found any reason to doubt him.

“I’m going to wash up,” I said, and went inside.
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In the time it took me wash the dishes, get the blanket, and go outside, Tuah had started sorting and stacking the split pieces of stove wood. She dismissed my offer of help this time by saying I’d helped a lot already and besides, she was particular about how the stack was built. It was easier to do it herself than to correct me as I worked. I was fairly sure I remembered doing that very chore without supervision when I was no more than thirteen years old, but I didn’t argue. It was certainly possible I’d done it in a way that bothered her for weeks after I left. So I pulled up the quilt as she nested the firewood and inquired about people she remembered me mentioning in letters or in summers past, her work-gloved hands serving as the front stop to keep the face of the stack even. She remembered most of these people better than I did, so I let her remind me of any necessary context and lead the conversation as she wished.

She started with “that girl who lied” and moved through “the marijuana boy” and “the dropout,” and then to “the advisor,” the one who had pushed me to go to grad school. I could tell Tuah was annoyed that the advisor’s move to Florida made it easier for me to ignore her advice. But she didn’t belabor it, moving easily enough to “the lazy girl,” a neighbor who never went to class or, as far as I could tell, got out of her bathrobe. As we talked, “lazy” started to sound a little harsh. Maybe she was just tired. For a really long time.

“You don’t tend to pick the best friends,” Tuah said as she whacked two sticks against each other so that the dirt showered around her feet.

At this point we’d drifted so far into the swaying rhythm of unimportant questions and rambling answers that it didn’t bother me in the slightest to agree with her. I gave a half-effort, one-sided shrug.

“Them’s my people.”

She stood there for a moment, the two sticks against the sides of her legs. “They don’t have to be,” she finally said.

“Why force myself in where I don’t fit?”

“Well, what about the piano player? He sounded like a nice young man.”

He actually had been, which proved my point. That was precisely what made it all the worse the night he found me in Carlo’s apartment rather than my own. Carlo was a disaster, as I knew long before I noticed him watching me at the pool, but he had a dark smile and as little regard for the future as I did, which made things more comfortable. Time I spent with Carlo was time I didn’t have to spend thinking about it.

“He broke up with me.”

“I see,” she said, then turned toward the sticks scattered like dropped matches around the splitting stump and started kicking them into a group, herding them toward the stack. A breeze tugged at my hair and ruffled the edge of the quilt, carrying the scent of cut pine. She added the two sticks in her hands to the pile, then put her fists to her lower back and arched against them. “That Carlo you mentioned yesterday, I don’t suppose he might’ve had something to with that bruise on your face.”

I looked down. Didn’t answer.

“But you’re gone now.” It wasn’t a question. “You won’t see him anymore.”

This was easier to confirm. “No. No, I won’t. Ever.”

“That’s good.” She bent for another piece of wood and returned to stacking. Bend, clack, smack. Bend, clack, smack.

“You’ve been picking bad friends ever since the fire,” she said without looking at me. “But it’s getting worse.”

Against the pull of gravity, I lifted my head. “What?”

She went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “Other than that piano player, I haven’t heard you talk about a decent friend in years. All these people that don’t care about you, and you don’t care about them. And then you don’t want anything to do with the good ones, like Leo. I can’t make sense of it to save myself. And this Carlo …” She shook her head, patting the top of the woodpile as if she had spoken to it rather than me. “He’s the worst one yet.”

I felt my spine stiffen against the slats of the chair. “Are you—trying to fix me?” I was too stunned to frame out an entire sentence before I started speaking. “You think I go around looking for people to hurt me? Because of the fire? And Leo? That kid? What are you thinking?”

She stopped and looked straight at me. “I think you’re in trouble.” She tapped the stick in her hand against her leg three or four times, then turned away, laid it on top of the pile, fitted it, moved it, then reached for another.

She was being manipulative, I was sure. She would leave that loaded statement lying between us forever, stack wood until the bottom of the pile dissolved into the earth rather than say anything else before I asked. Asked for clarification I didn’t want to hear. I knew it. But I still couldn’t stop myself.

“I’m normal, okay? Lots of girls make stupid mistakes with guys and it doesn’t mean anything. It’s over, and I got away, didn’t I? I left everything behind.”

“Everything?” she said. She stepped back and eyed the front line of the stack. “You sure have been sleepy.”

“I’m tired.”

“You’re twenty-two.” She tapped a couple of straying sticks back into place and spoke to the pile. “When Eduardo and I came up here I was expecting your aunt Benencia. Six years before your father, that would’ve been. Anyway, I couldn’t keep my eyes open, either. When you’re pregnant, the altitude really gets to you.”

Denial, with its props and buttresses and scaffolding, collapsed as unceremoniously as the abandoned structures in the valley below me. How delusional had I been? Escape? I would never detach myself from my sins. They weren’t car parts I could remove and replace, but pieces of my identity, and now I’d dragged them here with me: the walnut-sized life buried in my gut, the ghosts of the dead that clung to me like burrs. My body sagged into place where it was, quilt drawn up to my chin, forearms against my chest, feet pulled away from the cabin’s encroaching shadow. I squeezed my lip against a quivering I couldn’t stop, then uncovered one hand to brush a strand of hair away from my face. Waited for an answer to come out of a space inside me that suddenly yawned wide and empty and dark. My resources of denial were gone. I had no argument against the truth.

“I don’t know what to do,” I whispered. The muscles of my throat and chest and eyes contracted. Like a tired child, I started to cry.

*

In physics, I learned equations that define a universe in balance. What happens on one side of the equation matches and predicts what happens on the other. But these equations prove true only in systems of infinite scale. I learned at the age of ten that in the observable world, where interference is the norm and time and space create artificial boundaries, almost nothing happens in proportion. Tiny actions set off reactions that multiply exponentially, so that the final effects are far out of scale to the original trigger.

No explanation of the persistence of mass and energy could make sense of the harm a seventy-pound girl with a magnifying glass could do on a dry, blustery day in the Los Angeles foothills. No amount of replaying it in my mind would arrest that dot of light quivering on a pile of weeds before it grew to a flame, still the winds that carried it away, divert the fire from the homes I destroyed or the family I killed, or silence my mother’s words.

“How are we supposed to live with what she’s done?”

They couldn’t, it turned out. My parents blamed each other. The community blamed my parents. But I knew the truth. Only I knew what had taken place in my own mind as I gathered those weeds and pointed the light at them, the fascination, the triumph, the absolute knowledge that what I was doing was wrong. And the fully conscious way I did it anyway.

No, there was no way to atone. No forgiveness to be granted. No way to put things back in balance, and no way, now that I carried a child, to escape this world without ever doing more harm to another soul.

There is always a moment, though, where the laws of physics do work. Where everything can be stopped. The reaction—just in that moment—is equal to the action, and smothers the first puff in a cloud of billowing magnitude so that the outsized trouble never takes form. A sliver of time, barely there at all, where if a person’s reach is just long enough, the feet quick enough, the eyes sharp enough, disaster can be averted. The ripping grocery bag. The knife at the top of a toddler’s reach. The hot spot widening to a flame. If the moment is missed, everything changes. Forever.

For once, the reaction came at the right moment. As I sat curled in the chair seeing my past flare up and consume the future, Tuah squatted in front of me. She pried the ends of the quilt from my fingers and pulled it away from my shoulders the way someone might open a pair of cupboard doors.

“Now, that Carlo, does he know anything about the baby?”

I shook my head, which made me feel loose and slightly dizzy.

“That makes things simpler. Now, there are doctors. We can find one, if you want to, right away, and talk about some options—”

The dizziness bloomed into a flush of hysteria. “No! No! After what I did—I can’t—I can’t ever—”

“Hush. Then you’re gonna have a baby. People do it all the time, and they live after. Don’t be saying you don’t know what to do. You did the right thing coming here. You’re not alone.” She gave my forearms a pat, then straightened and returned to the woodpile. “Get a rake,” she said over her shoulder. “I need some help clearing this away. It’s time for you to get up.”

I did as she asked. The ground leveled itself under my feet, and I left the open quilt behind me.
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My shadow fell in a sharp-edged circle on the concrete around my feet as I stood in front of the Kofford family home, a flat-fronted, one-story gray house on the frayed edge of Leadville. Whoever had originally chosen the color showed foresight: the fading that happened so quickly at this altitude was slightly less noticeable. The peeling, however, couldn’t be disguised. Grass stood in clumps around the house, kept back from the foundation by a line of bricks set into the soil. Behind the battle line, tulip leaves, curled and brown, surrounded a concrete rabbit at watch beside the porch. Other frame structures—neighboring houses, sheds, neglected barns—were scattered along this stretch of blacktop, and the wind eddied around them, whipping strands of hair across my face that I tried to brush away with one hand. Though I was here in response to a recent crisis, what I was seeing suggested these people had been a mess for a long time.

“Don’t look so angry,” Tuah said over her shoulder, pausing as she raised her knuckles to the door.

“I’m not angry.”

“Then don’t look that way.”

She rapped on the door. The house shuddered in response, quieted, then gave another rumble. A curtain twitched at a window, and then a moment later, the door swung open.

“Tuah!” A girl with tangled blonde hair catapulted through the opening and threw her arms around Tuah’s waist. I felt a twinge of something too sudden to identify. This stranger acted as if she were more involved with my grandmother than I was. Tuah put one arm around the little girl’s shoulders and bent to speak to her.

“Sarah, I’d like you to meet my granddaughter. This is Elena.”

The girl half-unwrapped herself but kept her cheek pressed to Tuah’s hip. She wore a pair of pink shorts and a gray T-shirt that looked as if it belonged to her brother. I watched a frown start to form between her eyebrows as she appraised me.

“Hi, Sarah,” I said.

She didn’t answer but turned to look up at Tuah instead. “She’s your granddaughter?” she asked. She looked back at me, still frowning. “She’s a grown-up.”

“That’s right.” Nothing in Tuah’s tone would suggest that she wasn’t speaking to an adult. “One day you’ll be a grown-up, too, but you’ll still be your father’s daughter, and your granny’s granddaughter. That’s what happened with Elena, too. She used to be a little girl, just your size, and then she grew up.”

“Huh.” It was a sound from her chest, more than a word, and she let it linger only a moment before she grabbed Tuah’s hand in both of hers and started to pull her inside. “I wanna show you my somersaults.”

I followed the two of them inside. I don’t know what I’d expected, but it wasn’t this restless bird hopping from one thing to the next. Tuah had told me only that neighbors said Sarah caused trouble when she didn’t get her way. Her brother, Kevin, on the other hand, had the opposite problem, withdrawing to the point where other children were uncomfortable and would ask their parents when he was going home.

She’d told me all this yesterday, when she must have concluded I was never going to ask on my own. While we shelled peas, she said that Carrie, their mother, had been on her way to visit her own mother in Minturn on an icy February night when her car missed a curve, went through a guardrail, and landed on its top on the rocks far below. It wasn’t found until the next day.

Paul, her husband, was a truck driver and part-time mechanic. Tuah had first gotten to know him over the engine of her own truck. His road trips often kept him away for four or five days at a time, which was impossible work for a single father of young children—Kevin was eleven, and Sarah, five. Carrie’s mother had come to stay for a while after the funeral, but she drank too much to be trusted with the children. No other family lived nearby. Paul had stayed home as long as he could, trying to take care of the children and the home while finding full-time work as a mechanic, but nothing was available and the ends wouldn’t meet no matter how hard he stretched. Carrie had worked as a hairstylist and the family had always needed both incomes, so they certainly couldn’t last long on less than one, and he began to worry he’d stop getting calls if he didn’t start taking trucking jobs again soon.

Neighbors and families from school rallied and took turns having the children as long-term guests. It soon became clear, though, that neither the children nor the caregivers could go on this way indefinitely. As word got out that Tuah had found help, a breath of relief passed through family kitchens and school corridors. My summer help would buy Paul more time to find a way to start earning a decent living from home.

I closed the door behind me, then had to blink and wait for my eyes to adjust to the dark. To the brown, to be more accurate. Beige pinch-pleated drapes covered the windows, screening out most of the sunlight; earthy shag carpet covered the floor. I could see a sliver of the kitchen from where I stood inside the door, with a chocolate stove, a tan-and-gold vinyl floor, walnut-stained cupboards, and at the window, a linen panel embroidered with chickens. A tweed sofa the color of toast had its back to me, its cushions lined up, runway-style, across the floor.

“Watch this!” Sarah perched on the sofa back, her bare feet where the cushions used to be, her hair splaying out from a snarl at the back of her head. Without waiting for a response she tipped forward, caught the edge of the sofa with her hands, then executed a loose, beetle-like somersault across the cushions. At its end, she twisted on her bottom to face us, eyes sparkling. The tangle’s source was evident.

“That was amazing,” Tuah said. “Did you work that out by yourself?”

Sarah nodded.

“That was really good,” I added. She gave no sign she’d heard.

“Where’s your brother?” Tuah asked.

Sarah shrugged. “Watch me again,” she ordered, pushing herself off the cushion.

Tuah ignored her. “Kevin?” she called, turning toward the hallway that ran away from us, presumably toward bedrooms.

“Watch me!”

“I’m watching,” I said.

“Kevin?” Tuah disappeared into the hallway.

“Watch me!”

“Go ahead,” I said. “I’ll watch you.”

Sarah glowered at me from her seat atop the sofa back, and I imagined an internal wrestle with whether to raise her demand level upon Tuah. After a moment, options and consequences considered, wisdom prevailed. She folded her arms.

“Why are you at my house?”

“I’m going to stay with you sometimes when your dad goes on trips.” God, what was I saying? Trips? Really? For days on end? I glanced at the window, covered, and the door, closed, and in that moment wanted nothing more than to fling them both open and flee.

“Is he going on a trip today?”

“No, not today. We thought it would be nice for me to meet you first. He’s going on a trip tomorrow.”

“Who are your kids?”

“I don’t have any kids.”

She rubbed the corner of her eye with one knuckle, pushing some hair away from her forehead. “What dinners do you make?”

I groped through my mind to find something I could remember fixing for myself. “What do you like?” I said when my search produced nothing but toast and canned soup.

“Samwiches.”

“Do you like peanut butter sandwiches?”

She pushed up her bottom lip and shook her head.

“Bologna?”

Another shake.

“What kind do you like?”
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