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			Chapter One

			Soda Lake

			I never knew about Soda Lake until I was driving south on Route 58 into the Carrizo Plain one Saturday afternoon…on my way to Painted Rock. I was going to a friend’s wedding and was already late, so I was concentrating on the road and didn’t see Soda Lake until it was there—expansive, white, shimmering…and nearly unreal in the purple sunlight. 

			A sign said Scenic Overlook. So I turned right and drove up the hill, parked in a small field, and climbed a path through the dry, hot air until I could look over the Carrizo Plain and the white salt lake stretching into the horizon. 

			Below, an automobile pulled over and a man in dark clothes jumped out and started running across the lake. The car drove away and the man continued running like someone was chasing him. But there was no one else around. 

			Maybe he just wants to run across a lake. And Soda Lake is the only place he can do that. 

			After a few moments, the man’s pace slowed, as if his legs were caught in netting. It’s the lake crust. He’s collapsing through the shelves into the soda dust below. 

			Eventually he fell forward and crawled on his knees. He got harder to see, the white lake absorbing him into a glint of sunlight. 

			At one point his wavering image seemed to reappear, before frittering away into the bleached air. I squinted; waited for him to appear again. When he didn’t, I drove down the hill and parked next to the lake. 

			I couldn’t see him when I got out of the car, but his footprints were still visible in the lake. So I stepped into them, my feet dropping deeper the farther I went. Still, I couldn’t see the man. He was blending into the white abyss, even with his dark clothes.

			Yoo-hoo! I yelled. Anyone out there?

			There was nothing back. 

			If I didn’t leave soon, I would miss the wedding and my friend, with flowers around her waist, parading in widening circles through the California chaparral. 

			I returned to shore in the same footprints, my shoes sinking into a primordial black muck that cloyed at my feet, making it harder to lift my legs. 

			After reaching the car, I removed my shoes and drove another fifteen miles down Soda Lake Road…into the thickening late-afternoon sunlight.

			There weren’t any cars in the parking lot at Painted Rock and the gate was closed. Maybe the wedding is over…and she will think I was late on purpose. And if I told her about a man disappearing into Soda Lake, she wouldn’t believe me…

			The wind had almost ceased, like it always does just before sunset. 

			I sensed her presence around me…wistful, moonfaced, quietly smiling…

			Atop the hill, Painted Rock seemed daunting, solid…an unflinching presence amidst the soft undulations of the orange-tinted chaparral. 

			Famous for its ancient Chumash Indian pictographs, the rock structure is horseshoe shaped. It looks like a giant vagina, she liked to say. And that’s why she wanted to get married there…before the deadline when all public ceremonies at Painted Rock would cease, in order to preserve the site and the iconography sacred to the Chumash. 

			Her marriage there would be the last. 

			At the head of the trail to Painted Rock was a sign warning of rattlers. Next to it, an unwrapped cigar, which I put in my pocket. In the dead brown grass to my right was a string of black-eyed daisies. Probably from the wedding. When I picked them up, the flowers disintegrated in my hand. 

			The static air was filled with gnats, and the sweat started coming on…with it, a feeling of hopelessness—I wouldn’t make it to Painted Rock and back before dark. 

			I wanted to rest, but there was nowhere to sit away from the gnats, and the ticks hiding in the tall grass, and the snakes. 

			Wouldn’t it be better to return to Soda Lake and check on the man in dark clothes. Because who can see Indian drawings in the dark anyway? 

			A half hour later, I was parked again next to Soda Lake, which still looked chalky-white below the descending darkness, as if the moon was shining on it. But there was no moon. 

			I couldn’t find the man’s footprints in the dim light. So I yelled again. But there was nothing…. 

			Maybe he is dead. And I can’t call the police because they will think I made it all up. And if they did believe me, they might find my footprints inside his, which wouldn’t be good either. 

			Disappointed that I had missed the wedding and lost the dark-clothed man, I couldn’t face going home. 

			I drove north on the winding and precarious Pozo Road and, after edging a few miles through the blackness, stopped at an old wooden hotel next to a closed down general store in the remote town of La Panza. There were no other buildings around. 

			The hotel clerk was young, thin-faced, with long sideburns. He said he didn’t have any rooms available, but for twenty dollars I could sleep on a couch on the upstairs porch. I climbed the stairs before he changed his mind. 

			From my perch, I kept watch on the road below…trying to ignore my hunger. 

			If I drive to Pozo for dinner, I might find someone else sleeping on the couch when I return. 

			Not a single car drove by and the hotel was quiet, making me wonder if the clerk had lied and there really were vacant rooms. 

			Before dawn, I heard someone running up and down the stairs. Then it was quiet again, except for a dog howling in the distance. 

			In the morning, a pile of shiny, hard bagels waited in a turquoise bowl on the front desk. They looked like something that should not be eaten, but perhaps hung on the wall as ornamental art. 

			I asked for cream cheese and the same clerk from the night before said in staccato—No cream cheese, only bagels, like he was pretending to be Chinese. 

			He disappeared behind a door, and I grabbed two bagels to make up for the missing cream cheese and started eating one as I drove back down the canyon road toward Soda Lake. The bagel was dry and hard to swallow, and I wished I had some coffee. But once you leave La Panza and head into the California Valley, there is nowhere to stop. So I threw the bagels out the window for the birds. 

			At Soda Lake, I parked at the exact spot where the man had run from the car. But I didn’t see his footprints anymore. They couldn’t have washed away because it hadn’t rained. And if someone covered them up, I would see shovel marks.

			I really did see him, I reminded myself. I found his footprints and walked inside them. Maybe I didn’t go out far enough….

			I walked onto Soda Lake and didn’t break through the crust because the soda dust had turned into hot ice. There would be no footprints to leave behind. 

			My march continued on top of Soda Lake, like a miracle. 

			Who can do this? Only a god. 

			In a courageous moment I turned around…my car looked far away in the morning haze. I paused, trying to remember if I had locked the car doors. And then it didn’t matter because I could no longer see the car. 

			Maybe I should just go home. Because the temperature is rising, and I have no water. 

			Some black crows flew overhead on their way to find my bagels at the side of the road. 

			I took a few more steps into Soda Lake and then stopped. 

			Suddenly overcome with exhaustion, I considered crawling instead. 

			Chapter Two

			The Garage Wall Man

			I 

			When I entered the garage room, I realized I had forgotten to throw the chicken dung out in the morning. It lay there, dry and ancient-looking, on a leaf of newspaper atop the washing machine. 

			I carried it through the heavy wooden gate, across the driveway, and up the three stairs to the gray bin underneath the orange trees at the side of the garage. After closing the crusty lid, I thought I heard a cough coming from the garage wall, even though it didn’t make any sense. I stared into the darkness, straining to see from the streetlight filtering through the leaves of the trees. But there was nothing. 

			As I reached the stairs, some of the gravel shifted behind me. I looked back and stopped breathing to listen, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the dim light. Gradually, a darker shape grew out of the shadows—the rough outline of a man lying against the bottom of the garage wall.

			Shit, a voice said, with the tone of someone who has been caught.

			A car passed up the hill, the headlights flashing through the trees and I saw him distinctly for a moment—his face astonishingly clean-shaven, his body lounging like someone at a swimming pool. His right hand was cocked behind his head and his legs crossed.

			He must be from the drug house on the other side of the hill. They always have vagabonds coming and going, and the police don’t care. But he doesn’t look like— 

			You don’t have a problem with me sleeping here? he asked, his voice calm. 

			What?

			I know your patterns. I’m never in your way. But then this damn cough.

			He coughed again, as if to prove it to himself, and to me. 

			When you dump your ashtray in the garbage every night, you never see me.

			He shifted his position, his body shuffling some dead brittle leaves. Even in the dimness, I could see he was lying on something, a piece of cardboard maybe. I backed a few steps toward the driveway, in case he decided to stand up.

			I’m still lying on the ground, he said. You don’t have to worry.

			You can’t sleep there, mister.

			What do you care, you’re living alone now, he said, gesturing with his left hand in the air. 

			My daughter lives with me! And—

			You can go on as you always do. Forget you ever saw me…and everything will be like it was. 

			He spoke as if he hadn’t heard me or hadn’t listened. And I wished I could see him better. 

			Don’t worry, I’m not going to make soup out of your precious chickens. Though I do take an egg every now and then. Eat it right out of the shell with a little straw, pure protein. A man can live on just one egg. And I get rid of the shell, so you don’t have to worry about that. I’ve never taken anything else. 

			You can stay there tonight. But when I come out tomorrow night you have to be gone, or I’ll call the police. 

			Your daughter doesn’t take care of the chickens as much as she used to…. What happened? 

			When I didn’t answer, the garage wall man dropped his head back on his shoulder, as if he had nothing else to say. But as I moved down the steps to the driveway, he began talking again, something about always taking the cardboard with him in the morning so I didn’t have to worry about that either. I wasn’t sure if he was talking to himself or to me. 

			Back in the garage room, I poured myself a brandy and walked over to the wall and listened to see if I could hear him still talking on the other side. But there was only a ticking sound in the roof that was probably the termites.

			I put an old Van Morrison record on the one-piece stereo I inherited when my mother died, hoping the music would distract me from the garage wall man. But the needle was worn and the speakers sounded tinny, and my chance at escape didn’t happen. So I lit a cigarette and looked over some manuscript notes spread atop the washing machine. It was no use, though, the garage wall man had ruined everything.

			I considered going back to the wall to see if there was a crack I could see through, then I could watch him without him knowing it. But the cracks are always on the outside where the stucco crumbles. That’s why nothing inside ever gets out. And why there is never enough room where we already are…making me wish I could see in the dark, like the animals. 

			But we live within our own private bodies, even when the other side is just six inches of plaster away, where the garage wall man sleeps on his cardboard bed trying not to think about the next day…when a dog will cross the street to fight with another dog for a reason only dogs understand, and passing cars with drivers whom the garage wall man imagines must be happy…while the puffy white air circulates on its own, pressing against the membrane of the sky until something gathers to begin, no matter the time, because nothing really depends on that…for a garage wall man who only sees in black and white. 

			At me, too, someone watches and wonders. I have seen them from the perch in my study, walking by the house, always gazing upward…and the cars traveling fast up the hill because the people inside are unhappy…and late-night students stumbling and blathering about something they think they understand, then hollering louder because they understand it again.

			I turned off the record player and left my unfinished brandy on top of the dryer. After switching off the light, I went inside the house even though I was anxious to know if the garage wall man was still there. I desired to hear him again and considered returning to the garage and pinning my ear up against the wall. But I shut off the living room lamp and went down to bed. 

			The next night, I avoided dumping the ashtray into the gray bin because I didn’t want to know if the garage wall man was there…lounging against the wall, waiting for me. So I emptied the ashtray over the fence instead, hoping the neighbors wouldn’t notice. 

			After lighting a cigarette and pouring a brandy, though, I felt drawn to the side of the garage because I told him I would call the police, and I didn’t want him to think I was the kind of man who wouldn’t do what he said. 

			Everything was just as it was the night before, only this time I had a flashlight.

			Where’s your ashtray? he asked.

			I aimed the flashlight near his feet, but could still see his clean-shaven cheeks, and I wanted to ask how he managed that if he had no place to live. 

			So, are you going to call the police? 

			His face was handsome, strong-looking. He could have been a neighbor who just happened to be lying beneath my orange trees at night. He wore a dark coat that went almost to his feet and brown worker boots that appeared new. His right hand was poised upon his hip.

			You don’t think I will make the call?

			I don’t care if you do. I’ll be gone by the time they get here, and back after they leave. And if you call a second time, they won’t believe you. Besides, you’re not the kind of person who wants the police coming to your house.

			He was right, but I didn’t want to admit it. 

			You don’t know me, because no one really—

			I know your wife is gone. Traveling, is she? It’s been months now, so I guess—

			Have you been going through my mail? Because if you’ve done that, then—

			Not that long ago, I lived in Paris, he said, changing the subject. I met a man named McCuade, from Donegal, Ireland. Have you been to Donegal?

			I’ve been to Ireland.

			Of course. Well, McCuade, he’s the only man in my life that I…believe was worthy of love.

			He paused….

			Something timeless…between McCuade and me. I’m telling you, even though you probably can’t understand. 

			I didn’t want to hover over him anymore, so I sat on the low wall next to the orange trees and turned off my flashlight. A moment later, he pulled something from his coat pocket.

			Since you’re sitting, you don’t mind if I smoke the last part of this cigar, do you? I never get to smoke out here because it would draw attention. But now…why don’t you go get your brandy and cigarettes?

			That’s okay. I’m fine.

			I wanted to get my brandy and cigarettes, but he would want a brandy, too, and then—

			I’m Irish as well, he said, raising his voice just a bit, like he was excited to talk whether I listened or not, his words smooth and steady, not like a homeless person rattling on.

			Two generations back, my family came from a small town outside Belfast…. But McCuade, he’s from the kidneys of Ireland—northern Donegal! 

			I know you’re Irish, he continued, looking up from his cigar. But do you actually know what county your great grandfather came from? 

			My family is from Cookstown, just west of Belfast. 

			Ah, well…. But McCuade, he…we ended up in California. At a ranch not far from here. Because I had an old friend who needed his place taken care of. Hot as splayed skin in that valley…and I didn’t know anything about ranching. But McCuade did. He could handle those cattle, and he learned to wrestle with the llamas. 

			So, you and this man, McCuade, came all the way from Paris to run a ranch in central California? 

			He took a puff from his cigar, the smoke floating into the high shadows of the trees, the orange glow momentarily illuminating his fine clean fingers. He seemed familiar in that moment. Perhaps I had seen him downtown where they panhandle, even though the garage wall man wouldn’t do that. Perhaps I had seen him other places as well. 

			We were out of money in Paris and couldn’t pay the bill for our little room on the top floor on Rue Mouffetard. And we had this opportunity…in a letter waiting for me at the American Express. As I said, McCuade knew all about—

			What happened?

			There was not much left of his cigar, but he seemed intent on smoking it till the end. He touched the ash onto one of the paving stones next to his cardboard bed. I reconsidered getting my brandy and cigarettes, but I didn’t want the garage wall man to think we were camping together.

			It went well until last fall…. My friend, who owned the ranch, stopped paying the bills. But McCuade kept taking care of the cattle and llamas. He knew each one by name…. A man from the bank showed up one day and told us the ranch was foreclosed, and we had no legal right to be there. Still, we stayed on. We had nowhere else to go. McCuade loved that land and didn’t mind the heat. I remember one night after dinner, in the hot stillness, sitting on the porch with Irish whiskeys, he, in his Donegal accent—‘We’re still ranchers, aren’t we, laddy? Like gods we are…living in this valley. Gods with balls of kerosene, lighting up the lifeless land, and the animals beneath us. Beating back the nerves of the sky until everything appears infinite.’ In the morning, having coffee on the fog-shrouded porch, eating a cantaloupe we borrowed from a neighbor’s field, sharing slices from my knife. McCuade’s half smile, jaw jutting. My god, I loved the look of him. I punched a man at the Cayucos Tavern one time, just for bumping into him. McCuade sitting at the center of the bar that could have been the center of the world…smiling, clean-shaven, drinking his black and tan. They threw both of us out of the Tavern. But every now and then, McCuade and I would go back, when we still had the ranch truck to drive, just so they could throw us out again. McCuade loved the playful fury of it. Sometimes we drank so hard we’d forget the truck and walk back to the ranch in the late dark, when so many sounds in the earthly night seem hopeful… A couple months ago, the sheriff came by with one of his deputies and put a sign up in the yard and tape across the front door. Told us we had to leave with him. So we rode with the sheriff alongside a shimmering white expanse. At a bend in the road, McCuade leaned over and told me he couldn’t go to the police station because he had no visa. The next moment he jumped out and was running across the lake. The sheriff stopped the car, but didn’t pursue him. And McCuade vanished into the dry white lake and sky, just like a god….

			Soda Lake?

			Do you know it?

			What happened after that?

			I believe he’s back in Donegal. He always told me—”If there’s ever any trouble, laddy, I’ll just go home.” And that’s where I’m going, as soon as I can figure a way. McCuade is waiting in Dungloe. 

			The garage wall man’s voice drifted off and his head dropped into the shadows below the line of dappled street light. His cigar was out, his hand fallen to the side. A few seconds later, his body shifted positions on the cardboard and everything went still. 

			I stood up.

			I’m going now. Do you want a blanket?

			I don’t want anything from you, he said in a low voice, sounding like a different person, remote and lost. 

			As I headed down the pavers, he spoke again, incantation-like—

			You have to keep living through the sudden black blood of things, laddy…because the earth is never quiet. Not nearly quiet enough…with piercing wings fighting the descent. But oh, not madness yet…. And I will punch any damned son of a bitch right into the corner while everyone else is dancing. Until the nerves of the sky are beaten flat and there is a pulse of peace. 

			II

			I didn’t bother going into the garage room the following night, but went directly to the side where the garage wall man was already asleep, his body angled and his head facing the stucco wall.

			After turning off my flashlight, I sat on the orange tree wall. He seemed to have no sense I was there. 

			My chain-smoking asthmatic neighbor coughed from across the street. He didn’t have a job and spent most of his days and nights smoking, staring out the window, and coughing. I worried about him seeing me beneath the orange trees. I didn’t want anyone to know about the garage wall man, so I spoke in a whisper— 

			Mister, are you awake? Mister? I wanted to let you know, I will find McCuade for you. I’m going to Greece for sabbatical research, but I can stop in Ireland along the way. I’ve always wanted to go to Donegal. So I can look for McCuade. You just need to give me more information. His full name? Relatives’ names?

			I don’t know why you’re talking about McCuade, the garage wall man said without turning his head. I barely remember him. I’ll be gone in the morning. I’ll take my cardboard with me, and it will be like I was never here. And I won’t use your damn water anymore, drinking through the hose like a child…the pressure so slight you never heard the water moving through the house pipes.

			But you talked about McCuade last night. Don’t you remember? 

			Forget McCuade, he said, raising his voice. 

			In the dim light I could see he was unshaven. 

			What’s the matter with you? I asked, struggling to still whisper. Do you want me to bring you something to eat? A sandwich or—

			McCuade doesn’t exist. I made him up. 

			I leaned back in disbelief, my hands landing in some sharp needles fallen from the orange trees. How could McCuade not be real, when so much was already depending on him? So much that the garage wall man himself seemed to fade back into the tree shadows until I almost couldn’t see him anymore. I was afraid if I turned on my flashlight, he would be nothing but a pile of old wood in the shape of a man. 

			Feeling my nerves rising, I decided to talk on— 

			After Ireland, I’m going to Athens, then to Sicyon on the Gulf of Corinth, where Praxilla was from…and on to the island of Paros, because Archilochus was from there. Then to Ephesus, on the coast of Turkey, because that’s where Heraclitus, the ancient philosopher, was born. Heraclitus, so arrogant and obnoxious…they threw stones at him during the Olympiad in 504 BC. I want to see what Heraclitus saw…how nothing abides, everything forever becoming. I knew a woman, an anthropologist in Boston, who studied the Samoans, and she said they were the essence of unchanging being. For thousands of years…. And Heraclitus? He fritters away onto his island. 

			The garage wall man lunged into a sitting position. I could feel him staring, breathing…I could hear his heart. 

			The rest of us, I continued, we’re not like that. We’re consumed by fires…something else and something else…. Dreaming of that single filament. While our minds—a swarm of bees. Like, I wanted to be a priest one time, and my mother said you don’t have to do that, not for me…. But it wasn’t for my mother. I just wanted to live inside the filament. So you would be doing me a favor, mister…if you’d let me try and find McCuade for you. 

			Worry about yourself and your daughter, he said from the wall shadow before falling back onto his side. 

			Don’t worry, mister, I will always see my daughter. Even in my dream, she is there…just ahead of me…through a window, below in the courtyard, and I am about to descend the stairs. Do you want me to bring you a blanket? Because what does it matter anymore…. Or you could sleep inside the garage. I can put a cot up in the little room. And I won’t bother you. I’ll stay in the house. 

			He didn’t answer.

			I could bring you a cigar, too. I have one from a wedding I went to, out by Soda Lake. You remember Soda Lake, mister. And some matches….

			I don’t smoke, he snapped, with disdain. 

			But the night before? 

			Both of our voices ceased by their own volition. And the garage wall man returned into his shadow. Maybe that is how I missed him for so long, when I headed out to the garbage bin at night…. And he was always there. 

			III

			I couldn’t wait for darkness to come the next evening, so I could tell him I was sorry…about everything. I went out earlier than usual, taking with me the brandy bottle and two glasses, the ashtray, cigarettes, and matches, and the cigar from the wedding. I expected him to be clean-shaven and up for talking. 

			As soon as I turned the corner, I saw him curled on his side, already asleep. I moved quickly up the stairs, tripping on the last step. After I caught my balance, I realized the garage wall man wasn’t there at all. It was just a pile of wood inside the shadow. He must have placed the wood there so I would think it was him. And he wasn’t worried about termites, because the wood was directly against the wall. 

			I moved the wood over to the kindling pile, sat on the low wall under the orange trees, and waited…with the absurd bottle of brandy, glasses, and ashtray by my side. Eventually, my back got sore and I went in, taking everything with me except the cigar. 

			The following morning, when I tossed the chicken dung into the bin, the cigar was still there, but in a different spot farther along the wall. Maybe he had picked it up and decided against smoking it. Unless the wind had rolled it down the pavers. Or maybe a blue jay, or a possum’s tail….

			Inside the garbage can was a blue sheet of paper that didn’t come from my house. It had light pencil scribblings across it at different angles. A result of writing in the dark. And the script was slanted the way only a left-handed person would write, making me remember how the garage wall man raised his left hand whenever he gestured, his fingernails shining in the dim light. 

			I brought the paper inside and looked at it under a lamp. The scribbled words were nearly impossible to decipher. But I copied what I could, stitching them together in a way the Garage Wall Man would have intended.

			…Tomorrow, flying out of the dark earth, the sudden blood thickens, because I tossed the rock bird, and everything gathered to begin. 

			Chapter Three

			Father Fenton

			It was Father Fenton’s Friday, all along the streets of the town and beyond the big box stores and into the valley fields beneath the brown hills. On Friday he could do anything. He had the car all day to make his rounds, like an old-time doctor would, or like a priest might still do if he was willing to give up his free time for just one day. 

			His first stop was the Wineman Hotel where lots of old men lived, but Rostrum was the one Father Fenton came to know best because he played his violin most days in front of the ice cream shop on Higuera Street, wearing his bow tie, vest, and heavy brown shoes. People gave him money that he used for fresh fruit or a pair of socks or a haircut. But Rostrum would have played for free. Short and frail, Rostrum was still strong on the strings, stronger it seemed since his wife died two years ago because now he was playing his violin for her. 

			When Father Fenton walked in, Rostrum’s diminutive body was deep inside a large soft chair in the lobby. A brown paper bag rested on his lap; his violin case was on the floor by his feet. His pointed beard was neatly trimmed and his thin tanned hands, with salient blue veins crossing toward the wrists, were poised delicately on his knees. The bag, Father Fenton knew, was filled with fruit, which was all Rostrum would eat until dinner.

			Father Fenton paused longer than usual to look at him. And Rostrum eventually smiled back, then looked away toward the windows facing the street. 

			Are you okay, Rostrum? You look tired. 

			I always do on Friday, Father, which is the only day you see me.

			How are you feeling?

			Fine. I’m just resting a bit before I go out. 

			Have you eaten? Because we have time. I could take you across the street to Louisa’s for breakfast. After putting a few more quarters in the meter, we could just walk right over there and— 

			No, Father, I don’t need that. I have my fruit. 

			He lifted the brown bag into the air to show him. 

			At the end of the day, Father Fenton knew the meals-on-wheels ladies would deliver dinner to Rostrum and the other men at the Wineman. 

			Just give me your blessing, Father, and I’ll be off. 

			You’re not going to play for me today? Something before…

			I’m not ready yet, Father. I need to walk a bit.

			Of course, that’s fine. I will just bless you now to keep you strong and in God’s hands all day. 

			Rostrum usually kneeled, but not this time. He was too tired. 

			That’s okay, Rostrum. No need to get up. 

			Father Fenton moved his hand in a studied pattern above Rostrum’s head, and Rostrum only half heard the words—Benedictio Dei omnipotentis, Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti….

			There, my blessing is with you. God’s blessing. 

			Father Fenton felt an urge to touch Rostrum, on his Irish cap maybe or on his smooth cheek just above the beard. But Rostrum wasn’t the kind of man you could touch easily, even if you were a priest. And Father Fenton could always tell who he could touch and who he couldn’t. Still, he wanted to touch Rostrum because it made the God-flesh connection certain, which is why touching occurred in some form in all of the Catholic sacraments. 

			Outside in the strong sunshine, Father Fenton felt tired and a little depressed, something he rarely experienced on a Friday when he was making his rounds. A sense of doubt flashed through him—maybe I’m not really doing any good…maybe I should just stay home on Fridays…. Coffee could bring reinforcements, though. And the uncertainties might fade away….

			At Linnaea’s Cafe, Father Fenton filled his cup and walked past the abstract paintings for sale on the wall and into the back courtyard where people could smoke. It didn’t bother Father Fenton, who sometimes enjoyed a cigarette himself late at night, in secret. 

			He settled in at his usual table under the bougainvillea hoping someone might see him there in his collar and believe he was a good man and maybe talk to him as in the old days when no one worried about priests. When they said hello, Father, and meant it. 

			He sat up straight in his chair, fighting the curved spine problem that afflicted his sisters and brothers, all of them getting it from their father who got it from his father. He tried to read the paper but worried people might think he was too busy for them to say hello. If he didn’t read, what would he be seeming to do? Was the priest waiting for someone? 

			But it was Father Fenton’s Friday, not theirs. And he should be able to go anywhere, just like them. 

			He worried, too, about drinking too much coffee. Because he might have to use the bathroom and there was only one bathroom at Linnaea’s. And if he was in there a long time, they might wonder what he was doing. And stare at him when he came out.

			So he drank only half a cup, and slowly.

			More coffee, Father Fenton? a girl’s voice asked.

			Why is she asking me if the place is self-service, he wondered. Is it because of my collar? 

			Excuse me…how did you know my name?

			That guy over there with the laptop told me. He said you come here most Fridays. 

			Father Fenton looked toward the young man whose eyes were fixed on his computer screen. He didn’t recognize him. 

			No more coffee. Thank you. And it’s pronounced Father Fentaung, like the French. 

			Sure, Father. Have a good day.

			She didn’t mean that. They never do. 

			The computer man was tall and rangy, with a slight beard and disturbed hair. Father Fenton wondered what he was looking at on his screen. So he decided to try and see as he passed by to leave. But the young man’s eyes tracked onto Father Fenton’s eyes, and it was impossible to see anything else. 

			As he neared the door, Father Fenton wished he had said something. But it was too late. The man with the laptop was three tables behind and Father Fenton was already waving goodbye to the girl at the counter and heading out the door.

			At Charles Shoes, Father Fenton actually considered trying something on, like many times before. He rarely bought new shoes, and if he did, they ended up looking the same as his old shoes. Yet he waited, as always, for his friend Jerry to come up and say, Do you see anything you like, Father? 

			Father Fenton wasn’t there for shoes; he was there to see Jerry and to try and get Jerry to go to Mass again. But every time, shoes came into it. Even when Jerry talked to him about his most recent medical procedure, Father Fenton was thinking shoes, while staring at Jerry’s hair that was more yellow than gray, and the skeletal shape of his cheeks pressing through his thin blue skin, and his large watery eyes that Jerry wiped with his handkerchief…wondering all the while if it really was that important for Jerry to go to Mass, which he had not done since his wife died seven years ago. 

			On some future Friday, Father Fenton knew Jerry wouldn’t be there, and he would wander around the store like he was looking at shoes for the first time. And if someone walked in, he would just be Father Fenton staring at shoes, trying some on, piling up the empty boxes with the white tissue spilling about. And if he did finally buy shoes, paying cash, Jerry wouldn’t get the commission. He wanted to warn Jerry about that, but no man can tell another man that, not even a priest. 

			Would you like to try anything on, Father? Jerry asked from behind. 

			Not today, Jerry. Maybe next time…I was looking at those tan Clarks, though. But they are slip-ons and would never fit my thin feet. 

			We could try insoles, Father.

			Yes. I know. 

			More than his skinny feet, Father Fenton worried about his hammer toe that would eventually protrude into the soft leather of any slip-on, until people would notice and think, My gosh, Father Fenton has a bunion! Which is why Father Fenton never wore sandals except with socks. 

			It was his mother’s fault for passing the hammer toe onto him. People never think about those things when they have children. And if someone were to complain about something like that in confession, Father Fenton would say, It is God’s way of testing us, to see if we can love our imperfections.

			Still, Father Fenton would love to wear slip-ons, especially with the stylish pointed toes. They might not look right on just any priest, but perhaps on a Jesuit….

			Can I use your bathroom, Jerry?

			Of course, Father. You know where it is. Past the stockroom, on the right. The switch is on the outside. 

			No one would wonder why he is in there, like at Linnaea’s Cafe. But it isn’t very clean either, because they didn’t have to worry about the public using it, only priests. Father Fenton hoped no hairs were on the rim after he raised the seat, using toilet paper between his fingers. He didn’t want to stare at the brown crust around the sink drain either, while standing, waiting…. If only it could just be Jerry’s bathroom, rather than for all the people working there, none of them taking care of anything except shoes. 

			After zipping his trousers, Father Fenton avoided the mirror for fear the floating image might not match his idea of who he was. So he focused on his collar—adjusting it and tightening it in back. He washed his hands with soap and no water and wiped them on the back of his pants. 

			Father Fenton checked his watch as he headed back into the showroom. It was half past one! He must stay on schedule. Get some lunch and head to the valley fields for Mass at 4:00 p.m. 

			I have to go, Jerry. I’ll try something on next week. 

			Always good to see you, Father.

			Next Friday, I’ll definitely buy those Clarks. If you think they’d look good on me. 

			Of course. You can wear anything you want, Father. 

			Take care of your health now, Jerry. And I’m going to get you to Mass one of these days.

			Jerry nodded, but Father Fenton couldn’t tell if he was saying yes, or if his head was just shaking from his Parkinson’s.

			At a red light near the south end of town, Father Fenton saw her heading in his direction from the bridge that crossed the creek. She must not see me. Not on a Friday. 

			Within seconds she would be passing in front of his car. So Father Fenton turned to his right, like he was reaching for something in the back seat. If the light turned green, he hoped the cars behind wouldn’t toot their horns because then she would certainly look and recognize him. 

			But the tooting began. Don’t they see my collar? Father Fenton wondered. 

			Yet who can see a priest’s collar through two car windows? 

			He pressed the gas pedal lightly even though he hadn’t turned back around, and the car moved slowly with Father Fenton still staring to his right, as if he was waiting for the face of God to appear in the passenger window. 

			The horns stopped. But Father Fenton didn’t trust the quiet, and didn’t turn back around. He could use his peripheral to drive. Because no one gives peripheral vision enough credit…remembering an old man he used to visit at the nursing home on Fridays who had degenerative eye disease and cocked his head sideways the whole time, and he could see everything. 

			Father Fenton drove over the bridge, across a creek that ran ten miles to Avila Beach. He tried to imagine himself there, on such a dazzling day of white sun with the fog bank far from shore so he would feel warm on the gray sand. But a priest alone on a beach without his collar is vulnerable…his embarrassing white skin, his skinny legs, and everyone wondering what he was doing there. Was he really just reading a book? 

			In front of Costco, Father Fenton tried to find a spot in the shade, but the trees in the parking lot were too small to provide any. 

			Mae was not in her usual place, greeting shoppers with Welcome to Costco! He looked around, getting nervous that he might not find her, and his Friday would spiral into failure. 

			He decided to check inside the store, but one of the greeters stopped him because he didn’t have a Costco card. Mae would have let him in—Do you think Costco would stop a priest, Father? You go on inside. 

			I’m Father Fenton, he said to the greeter. I’m looking for someone who works here. Mae. Do you know her?

			She’s over there, Father. On her break.

			Father Fenton was relieved to see Mae sitting at one of the wind-blown, little plastic tables, but not relieved to see her eating a couple of hot dogs and a large slab of pizza. He waved to her and she waved back, but he decided to get some food for himself before sitting down. At the window, he ordered a sausage dog for only a dollar fifty, and they automatically gave him a bottomless soda cup. He planned on having just water and then maybe sneaking a little Sprite into his cup, but the price was the same whether he got the bottomless soda or not. No wonder so many like to eat outside at Costco, even though it’s in a wind tunnel. 

			As he sat next to Mae, a sadness set in that Father Fenton fully expected. Why is this woman, with such a beautiful face, hundreds of pounds overweight? He wanted to see past her body, but he knew she would just follow the hotdogs and pizza with a cupcake and more of her eternal soda. 

			Even as a priest, Father Fenton had no right to say anything. He remembered how miserable he had been as a boy…. So thin the nuns called him Mr. Skinny. And his mother telling him that when he was older, he would be glad to be tall and thin because the most handsome men are always tall and thin. But he didn’t believe her. Because his mother’s brothers, who were all tall and thin, were terribly stooped and looked old for their age with red faces and trembling red hands. They were never the same after the war, she said one time. And seeing a fat person back then was an oddity—Don’t stare, his mother would say. 

			So Father Fenton felt lucky he could eat whatever he wanted and not worry. Even though, there is no such thing as luck, his mother said. You work hard to get everything you have. Even my body? he wondered.

			So, how are you today, Mae? I looked for you at the greeting area. But I’m later than usual.

			Fine, Father. We just have to take our breaks when it works out for someone else to take our place. 

			She smiled as he took a bite of his sausage dog and looked around at the people rolling by, their carts stacked high with bulk foods. They, too, were depressing to Father Fenton. And he had no way to reach them. Only Mae, because months ago he found a way to talk to her on Fridays. 

			Next week, Mae, we could go to lunch somewhere else. What do you think? 

			Eating here is fine, Father, she said. 

			I mean somewhere healthier, you know…

			I only have thirty minutes, Father. You could bring a lunch for yourself. 

			Yes, I suppose I could.

			Mae finished her hot dogs and moved the pizza slice in front of her. Father Fenton looked toward the parking lot because he didn’t want to watch her eat. But he could still catch her face through his peripheral. And she could see him, too, from beyond her high round cheeks.

			Father Fenton took another bite of his sausage dog, but had a hard time swallowing. And the more he concentrated on chewing, chewing itself became a problem. 

			This is all wrong. We don’t need to do this. Mae doesn’t need to do this. 

			He forced a swallow and sipped his soda, watching the level drop down in the cup. It’s not real because I can just fill it up again. 

			You okay, Father? 

			He raised his eyes and looked at her. 

			You know, you don’t have to eat all of that, Mae. Maybe you’ve ordered too much.

			Father Fenton had blundered and knew it. 

			Mae put her pizza slab down and picked up a small napkin with her square hand and wiped her chin. Father Fenton turned away, wishing they were both back at the greeting area, like on other Fridays before the problem of food came into it.

			You are going to tell me what to eat, Father? You’re not even my parish priest.

			Sorry Mae, I shouldn’t have. Tell me about your mother. How has she been doing this past week?

			I don’t want to talk to you now, Father. 

			Mae, I’ve told you before, I’m a visiting priest. Jesuits aren’t parish priests, remember? We’re missionaries…answer only to the Pope. 

			I don’t care who you answer to, she said, her eyes dropping down. 

			He wanted to touch her hand that was curled on the table next to her soda, her wide fingers blending together, but worried that would make things worse.

			I’m staying at the Mission. Sometimes I say Mass there. 

			I’ve never seen you say Mass there.

			She was beginning to stand, leaning her weight with her palm on the weak plastic table. 

			You don’t go to the Mission.

			Sometimes I do.

			Well sometimes I say Mass at St. Patrick’s or at the Nazarene. I can say Mass at any parish I want. Wherever they need help. Sometimes I say Mass in someone’s home. I could say Mass at your house, Mae. Would you like that? 

			She rotated her body to throw her trash away, including the uneaten slice of pizza.

			You could have your mother over for the Mass. It would lift her spirits. I could say it for the two of you. Where do you live again? 

			I don’t want you saying Mass for me, Father. I don’t want you visiting me anymore. I’m going back to work now. If you are so close to God, you would know this is the body He gave me. 

			Father Fenton didn’t answer because he was wrestling with his mother for tilting his mind at an early age, making him see fat people in a way that God never would—as makers of their own bodies, too weak to help themselves. He had fallen away from seeing all bodies as God’s vessels and couldn’t climb out of it, which was sinful. I am a Godmiserable man. Unable to love in all ways, like the Holy Him. 

			Father Fenton wanted to say aloud—I am not Him! Because he knew he had to repudiate his pride before he could truly know Mae or anyone. 

			Filth, he wanted to say. I am filth. And he wanted Mae to hear it, if only she would stop moving away. But nothing can stop that. And I, Father Fenton, have failed at the big box store, with failing for good not far off. Each mistake made worse because not flesh of the Son, but flesh of the flesh, turned waste. And a priest isn’t able to forgive himself, because he cannot hear his own confession. 

			If only food had never come into it. And if only he and Mae could be back at the store’s entrance, not even thinking in the direction of food or the windy cheap tables or the dollar-fifty sausage….

			Her back was to him as she pulled open the Costco door. Magnificent in her being, he thought, which he had never apprehended before. He had only felt pity…. Easier to forgive than be forgiven, Father Don says. 

			Maybe he could write Mae a letter, on Jesuit letterhead. Tell her of her magnificence. But Father Fenton didn’t know Mae’s last name. 

			Remember me, Mae, if it is worth your while. And it is Father Fentaung, like the French. After some time, anyone can remember that. 

			A fellow worker, with glasses and long straight hair, stared at him like she knew what he had done. What he had said. 

			He waved. She did not wave back. Maybe Mae could invite her, too, to the Mass with Mae’s mother. 

			He stood and walked toward his car, firm in his commitment not to look back. Minutes later, he turned left from the parking lot onto Los Osos Valley Road, driving into the strong afternoon wind blowing inland from the Pacific Ocean. His hands felt numb on the steering wheel, and he was still hungry and thirsty. I should have drunk some water. And finished my sausage dog. 

			Measured rows of grapevines appeared to his right, unraveling in sportive lines into the brown California hills. He would like to choose just one of the rows and walk down it through time…. But how to know which row to pick? 

			Broccoli fields appeared on his left, and eventually the dirt road that led to the camp. He drove slowly, trying to avoid the rocks and ditches, believing that his Friday would be redeemed with his afternoon Mass for the Mexican field workers. 
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