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			For anyone – and everyone – who’s ever lost someone.

			You’re not alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			1.

			The rift first appeared on the eve of the Anniversary of Death. Three-hundred and sixty-four days and counting, that’s how Joe Jimenez thought of it: an anniversary. The death was his son’s. Picked up on the way to school by a nondescript black van in the morning, the boy was dumped dead in a desert ditch the same evening.

			Joe had woken up just the same as he had each morning since: dazed, lethargic, slightly nauseous and with a headache, as if waking up with one bastard of a hangover. He stumbled to the bathroom and started the shower with hard yanks and turns of the knobs and the showerhead. After pulling off his clothes roughly as if they irritated his skin, he stepped under the spray and adjusted the water as hot as he could bear it.

			His naked body flushed red, he stepped out when finished and wiped a circle in the steamed-over mirror so he could see himself. Through the vapors rising and whirling in the tiled and marbled room, it seemed like he looked through a portal to some other realm, where a shade of himself stared back.

			He dressed – as he often did – in the very same clothes he’d slept in, fumbling the garments on clumsily like a child clothing himself for the first time. Then he moved down the hall and to the kitchen, where he pulled out whatever cold leftovers he found first in the fridge. He fell into a chair at the table, and mechanically shoveled and swallowed the tasteless food.

			The phone’s message counter pulsed its green light with messages he’d stopped listening to long ago. The last one he had listened to was from his wife the day after she’d moved out, six months past. She’d let him know she’d arrived at her new place just fine, and if he ever wanted to talk, she was just a phone call away. 

			Distantly, on that day and others, Joe had thought about making that call. He’d hover over the phone like a man considering a map, trying to determine a route, setting a course. But eventually he always turned away, his wife’s voice an echo in his mind fading with every step he took from the phone.

			Showered, dressed, and fed, Joe walked to the front door, crammed his feet into his shoes, and went out and walked with no particular destination, and for no specific length of time. Just getting out and moving seemed very important, very necessary.

			The silence of his house was overbearing. With his wife and son gone, the place didn’t seem like a home where a family had once been, but something cold and sterile, like an empty mausoleum. If he stayed too long inside, the silence was replaced by creaks and groans from the white walls and wooden floors. So even knowing he was alone, it seemed as if he wasn’t, and whatever was there with him was something he didn’t want to see, didn’t even want to acknowledge.

			Outside, the sun seemed too bright, the sky too vast. He squinted as if under a doctor’s harsh, white examination light. Whatever direction he faced, though, there it was, that bright vulgar star shining down. But it was either the sun over him, or the empty house around him, and for Joe the decision was easy.

			Rural, at the foothills of the San Bernardino mountains, the properties of his neighborhood were spaced comfortably apart from each other for privacy and seclusion, but close enough that one still had a sense of community. Couples and families walked dogs on curving trails that radiated out from the neighborhoods and over gently rising hills; huffing, sweat-stained joggers nodded in greeting as they hurried by; and cars idly passed as if the drivers enjoyed the chance for a peaceful, leisurely cruise before entering the more frantic bustle of the freeways on their commute to work. Sometimes a fog spilled down the mountains in finger-like tendrils, settling and gathering, and everything – the houses, the families and their dogs, the joggers, the passing cars – entered and exited these clouds sporadically, and Joe was reminded of his twin self, glimpsed through the steam in the bathroom mirror.

			He’d been the one who had insisted on letting Evan walk to school alone.

			The boy was twelve, he’d told Clara, and the school was only a mile away. They could see it out the second-story bedroom window – the buildings and the basketball courts and the baseball diamond and bleachers and the painted white lines of the parking lots – all splayed out there down the hill. This was San Berdoo, not Compton or Long Beach. The buses took the same route Evan would be walking. Parents driving other kids to school would pass by him at regular intervals.

			There was nothing to worry about, Joe had said.

			And Clara – leaning there against the kitchen counter, just about where he’d listen to her recorded voice one last time months later, looking as pretty as could be in a summer print dress – had given in, trusting him. As she always had.

			Only there was most definitely something to worry about: a black van patrolling the streets all that morning, and the driver behind the wheel of the van, peering out from the tinted windows.

			2.

			The van, abandoned in the same ditch as Joe’s son, had been reported stolen two years ago from across the country, in some distant state Joe had never been in, and now never wanted to be. During their search of the vehicle, the police found jars of a homemade Internet recipe chloroform bundled in plush towels in the spare tire compartment in the rear of the van, under a removable strip of upholstery like a trapdoor. A lug wrench and crowbar lay in the passenger side floor space, likewise bundled.

			The driver was never found, apparently having hitched a ride back out on the highway, or turning out into the white Mojave for one long walk. Only the van and Evan’s dead body were evidence the driver had ever existed at all. 

			Joe kept a photo of Evan on his nightstand. He looked at it every night before bed. It wasn’t a framed photo, but the faded black-and-white image the newspapers had used to sell his son’s murder to the public. He kept it folded neatly, like a love letter, within easy reach. When he looked at it, he gripped the newsprint photo tightly, like a reader with a good book. There was something there that he was supposed to see, something he didn’t want to forget. But he was afraid he already had.

			He tried asking Clara about it in the days and weeks before she’d left, holding the photo up to her face. She’d push by him, find a room, slam a door, and lock herself away.

			Joe didn’t really see much of anything either, if he was honest with himself. Whether in the photo of his son or out there in the wider world. Sometimes he stood on the porch and looked out over it all and there was just a stretch of earth with mountains in one direction, desert in another, and nothing in between but a vast emptiness that couldn’t be filled.

			3.

			On the June Sunday that he first saw the rift, Joe had walked longer and farther than he ever had before. By the time he returned home his calves were burning, his breath was short, and he was wet and sticky with a sheen of sweat.

			He paused on the porch to gather himself. With pincer motions he plucked his perspiration-soaked sweats and T-shirt away from his skin where they clung in itchy places. Kneeling, he turned on the garden hose and took a long swig of cool water. It was noon and warm and he’d set out in the morning when the chill mist off the mountains had still blanketed the air. If he’d had a distance and heart rate monitor like many joggers wore, he wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d covered ten miles or more.

			He fished the keys out of his jeans pocket, opened the door and went inside.

			After his walks, when he was tired and spent, the vacuum-like vacancy of the house was more bearable than usual. Physical exhaustion coupled with emotional created a numbness like a wall, a barrier.

			In the dining room, Joe spilled his keys and wallet on the table. Six chairs surrounded the dining table where once three people had sat nightly for meals. Memories of smiles, faded like old photographs, came to him. Ghosts of laughter echoed in his ears. The far end was where Evan used to sit, and Joe avoided that area, giving it a wide berth like one would a hole in the ground. 

			In the kitchen, the phone’s message indicator light blinked away with a new message. The memory of his family hounding him, the exertion of the long walk dulling his thoughts, Joe reached out and pressed the button without thinking, then moved for the fridge and a beer. A click and beep and his wife’s voice, distant and ethereal, came up through the static, as if she spoke to him from behind some dimensional veil.

			“Hello, Joseph.” That wasn’t a good start. She only ever called him Joseph when she was angry or determined. Often those two things came in tandem. “I’m driving to Phoenix for a few days to see my parents. They’re not crazy about dogs, as you know, so I’m going to swing by with Rusty in about an hour or so. If you’re not there, I’ll let myself in.”

			Joe found himself talking to the phone before the message was even done.

			“No, no, no,” he said through gritted teeth.

			He picked up the receiver and punched in the numbers with hard little jabs. As he held the phone to his ear, he crossed the kitchen from corner to corner with something like a death row inmate’s frantic panic on the Big Day, pacing the length of his cell.

			“God damn it, Clara, answer.” 

			But she didn’t, and fifteen minutes later she was there, smiling dog in tow.

			4.

			When he heard Clara pull up in the driveway, Joe met her at the door.

			Rusty was their son’s yellow Labrador. The dog – without invitation – dashed into the house with a Morse code clatter of nails on tile. Tufts of his shedding summer coat trailed him, drifting down across the floor and furniture.

			For a time after Evan’s murder, it was all he and Clara could do to remember to feed the dog. Then, when Clara had somehow discovered the will to continue on with life and returned to work, Joe had found himself not just forgetting the dog’s meals, but resenting the furry fuck.

			The boy and the dog had been best friends. Closer than friends really. More like brothers. One human, one canine: one very hairy and with a tendency toward crotch sniffing, but brothers nonetheless.

			With Evan gone it hadn’t seemed right for the dog to still be around. To Joe, it had seemed an affront, an insult. God or fate or the universe, or whatever ran things, may as well have just slapped him across the face and hocked a big juicy one right in his eye.

			Back when Joe and Clara had still been in the same house – before World War III as he’d come to think of it – Joe had brought up giving Rusty away on more than one occasion.

			Each time, Clara had given him a hard glare that said she’d sooner give him away and moved quickly to another room, as if being in Joe’s mere presence were intolerable.

			Now, while Rusty made his hundredth or so circuit about the house, Clara remained on the porch. Joe held the door open, but stayed on his side, the threshold a barrier between them.

			“Well,” he said. “Thanks for giving me a heads-up.”

			His wife shuffled from foot to foot, a bulky bag of dog food cradled in her arms, not as if she were embarrassed or apologetic, but as if she were in a hurry and anxious to get going. Apparently not too much of a hurry, however, that she couldn’t spare a long-suffering look with her round, brown eyes.

			Joe remembered a time when those eyes looked on him with love and good humor, smiling brighter than the red lips that had kissed him warmly.

			“It’s the least you could do, Joseph. I watch him, I feed him, I take care of the vet stuff.”

			“No, the least I could do would be to drop him off at the pound. Anything more qualifies me for sainthood.”

			“Don’t start, please,” she said, passing the sack of food over to him then backing away. “Feed him twice a day. Two cups in the morning and evening. I’ll be back late in the week.”

			“Clara.”

			She was halfway down the walkway. Turning to look at him briefly, she shrugged, then moved her gaze to her watch to show him how little time she had. “What, Joseph? I’ve got to get going if I want to make good time.”

			“Are we ever going to…you know…talk?” God, looking at her after so long, so much came flooding back. Memories of touches and sensations so nearly overwhelming, his mind wasn’t enough to contain them and a tingle spread across his body like an electric charge. “We’ve still got things to figure out.”

			“I’ve tried talking.”

			He remembered the invitation to do just that, left unanswered on his machine for months now. Wanting to say something, wanting her to stay, he didn’t know how to start and so kept his mouth shut.

			Clara considered Joe for a moment, arms crossed. Some force between them seemed to push one from the other. She shrugged, crooked her head in a way that made her short black curls bob cutely.

			“I don’t know,” she added. “Maybe.”

			Then she turned to the driveway and moved out of sight. The sound of her car door opening and closing was abrupt in the quiet of the foothills. Joe watched his wife’s Pontiac roll out of the driveway into the street, stared after her as she shifted into drive and pulled away. 

			5.

			“You know I hate you,” Joe said.

			He was in the dining room, the Labrador in the kitchen. Gazing up at him with his long tongue hanging out like a strip of unrolled carpet, the dog received this proclamation with a wide, stupid grin. Joe moved past the dog quickly, found a plastic bowl in a cupboard, filled it in the sink, and put the water down on the tiled floor. Crossing the kitchen again back to the dining room, Joe gave the dog another cursory glance and pointed a finger for emphasis.

			“Don’t push your luck. The shelter’s only a phone call away.”

			Warning delivered, Joe went to the living room, kicked off his shoes, plopped on the sofa, and switched on the television. He turned the volume up higher than necessary, so that with the surround sound speakers the noise seemed to bounce off the walls with a tinny rumble.

			The stations winked by with a metronome’s hypnotic rhythm. The monotone voices of news anchors relayed stories that weren’t news but commercials for the political parties and CEOs that owned them. The hard, scantily clad bodies of hunks and starlets in so-called reality shows failed to offer anything real at all. Infomercials for unnecessary products that only the extremely fat, couch-ridden American populace could ever need flashed by. All of these and more filled the house with a background white noise that numbed Joe as he imagined a sensory deprivation chamber would, drowning out the world. Under such an auditory assault – watch this, buy that, vote this way, believe that way – the walls and rooms of the house were mere stage props, cardboard backdrops. 

			High on the wall above the brick fireplace, the clock ticked away the minutes, then an hour, and slowly another.

			At some point Rusty stepped cautiously into the room. Yellow coat and creeping paws entered Joe’s periphery, like an anxious actor stepping onstage. He tracked the dog’s progress with eyes only, remaining slumped in the contours of the couch, finger idly tapping the remote.

			Rusty slinked along the edges of the couch, head down, shoulders hunched. The dog settled on the floor beside Joe’s dangling legs. A forepaw nestled against his toes.

			Surprising himself, Joe said nothing.

			For a time, man and dog remained that way without stirring. As if the slightest motion could set off a chain of events the outcome of which neither of them was prepared for.

			When the clock ticked seven, the television stuttered and flickered, and Joe opened his eyes. Realizing he’d dozed off when he saw the time, he swiveled about, gathered his bearings. Wolf Blitzer on CNN stretched horizontal from interference, his face and shoulders elongating to disturbing proportions, and the picture winked out. The lights flickered also, the bulbs of the chandelier above the dining table blinking on and off, casting swaying shadows on the walls.

			Joe stood, rousing Rusty, and looked out the back sliding glass door. He saw no storm clouds in the purple-blue of the evening sky.

			Rusty whined and retreated to the hallway.

			“Shut up,” Joe said without force. “Just a power surge or something.”

			With evening deepening, fearing being caught in the dark without a light, Joe moved to the kitchen. At the cupboard beneath the sink he knelt, opened the doors, and reached in for the Eveready flashlight there. Turning, he faced the sliding glass door. Through it he could see the one-acre backyard, landscaped with cobbled walkways, patio, and perimeter gardens, where for so many years his son had clumsily crawled, uncertainly walked, and then vigorously ran. The water in the pool glimmered white with the reflected moon. A soft mountain breeze whispering down the foothills made the grand oak’s branches sway in a dance.

			And the spindle-shaped rift sat in the middle of it all, bright and steady and tall.

			It seemed a tear in the very air itself. It hovered a foot or more off the ground, tapered at both ends, slightly thicker in the middle, reaching its peak maybe a foot higher than Joe’s head. It rotated slowly on an axis, clockwise. Like the shimmering effect of heat waves off pavement, the distortion effect delineated it against the world beyond – the yard, the pool, the pine fence.

			“What the hell.…” Joe whispered.

			He moved forward on spaghetti legs.

			He paused at the sliding door, his hand gripping the latch. In his mind he pulled the door open, and it was like removing the top off a vacuum-sealed container. The whoosh of the suction would yank him forward into that spinning light. Aflame, face melting, he’d have only a moment to regret the stupidest decision of his life. Oblivion would follow.

			Until that moment, standing at the glass door, looking out into the deepening shadows of his backyard, Joe would have thought oblivion a welcome prospect. He’d been living in just such a state – feeling little, wanting less, a phantom of a man in an Earth-sized limbo – for nearly a year. A final leap into true nothingness shouldn’t have alarmed him.

			But seeing that opening in the space of his yard, free-floating and spinning like a strange top, he had the exact opposite reaction. It wasn’t nothingness before him. It was most definitely something.

			Joe slid the door open. Closing his eyes, he stilled himself, and stepped outside.

			Rusty whined, then followed.

			6.

			They circled the rift for a time together – man and dog – while Joe considered his options. He kept a good distance, looking at it this way and that, like a fighter measuring his opponent.

			That the hole in the air before him could be dangerous was at the forefront of his mind. Radiation was the first thought that came to him, but he’d never heard of radiation that could be repelled by a glass door, and now that he’d opened it there was no going back. The damage, if any, was already done. If he woke up in the morning with a second head growing out of his ass, at least he’d have a new career in the freak show of the carnival circuit.

			As a high school science teacher – at least formerly, whether a job still waited for him Joe had no idea, and he didn’t give a shit – he checked off the most obvious possibilities that came to him. Ball lightning? No. That moved in arcs and streaks. It didn’t just hover in place, spinning like a dangling ornament. An aurora of some kind, maybe, the tail end of some solar flare? Nope. Once again, those moved in waves across the sky. They didn’t just rotate on an axis in a stationary position.

			Next, he thought of computer-generated visuals of black holes in science documentaries, aloft in space and sucking in great cosmic debris. Or wormholes, spitting out planet-sized chunks at some distant location light years away.

			This, Joe felt, was closer to the truth.

			The rift went somewhere.

			And with that thought his course was set.

			When Joe realized the rift went somewhere, he knew he had to throw something into it. He couldn’t say no to this impulse. It was like trying not to look at a car crash.

			As if on autopilot, he scanned the lawn for stones. From the flowerbeds along the perimeter, the garden rocks seemed to flash a message to him, stark and white in the blackening night. Joe went to them, knelt, scooped up a handful.

			Walking back toward the rift, he was stopped by Rusty. The Labrador parked on his haunches between Joe and the rift, looking up at him. The dog’s lips quivered. His tail was tucked away between his legs. A high whine escaped the dog’s throat and the quivering spread through the rest of him.

			Though this one had gotten on his bad side by outliving his son, Joe had spent a lifetime with dogs. Growing up, moving out for college, getting married, having Evan; in all the stages of his life there’d been dogs. He knew fear and warning in the canine posture when he saw it. He should have known to trust it.

			But he didn’t fear the rift before him, not then. At least what he felt wasn’t solely fear. It was like swimming out into the Pacific from the beaches of Redondo and Hermosa when he was a kid, his parents on the shoreline calling out for him not to go too far. Or vacationing with Clara and their son, as they’d scaled an old watchtower at the Grand Canyon and stared down into the great chasm.

			 It was wonder and fear, rolled into a hot little ball in his gut.

			“Stand aside, butt licker,” he said, moving around the dog, closer to the rift.

			As he got closer still, he felt a charge in the air like static electricity. Prickly fingers seemed to walk up his arms, scale his spine. Another step, and another, until Joe was little more than a foot from the anomaly.

			From his left palm he selected a stone, oblong and smooth. With an expansive breath and an underhand toss, he sent it arcing through the space between him and the rift. With a rasping sound of wind-blown autumn leaves scratching the ground in little cartwheels, the stone disappeared in the white-yellow light of the thing.

			Then there was an absolute silence.

			Joe looked about himself to make sure everything was still there. The earth beneath his feet. The still, oil-black water in the pool. The tall pine fence surrounding them.

			The rift pulsed three times, steady and evenly. In his mind Joe saw a lighthouse, blinking the way for wave-tossed ships on foggy waters. With the third pulse the thicker middle of the rift stretched wider still. It seemed like a throat, swelling, ready to purge.

			And then something fell out with a thud.  

			Joe stepped forward, lowered himself to his knees. The freshly watered lawn, drizzled misty by the automated sprinklers, felt cool and wet through his jeans.

			Under the bright full moon, what was on the lawn before him was clear. A rock, roughly the size of the one he’d tossed in. But this one wasn’t round, or white.

			A shade blacker than any volcanic obsidian he’d ever seen, jagged and angular, the stone spit out by the rift looked almost like a badly formed archaic spear point. Something Neanderthals used against the beasts of their time.

			Joe reached out to touch it.

			And saw the smoke rising from it. The blades of grass charring and falling apart in crisp and flaky ashes. The spear-point rock sunk into the soil of his yard as if in quicksand. Inches it descended, then deeper until out of sight, the earth about the new hole tumbling in little avalanches, following it down.

			Staring into this fist-sized shaft, the canopy of space above him, a veil of shadows around him, Joe learned the first rule of the rift:

			For everything that went in, something came out.

			And what came out was wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			1.

			World War III didn’t start with an invasion of Muslim radicals or the launching of nuclear warheads by trigger-happy, oil-drunk superpowers. At least not for Joe.

			For Joe, World War III commenced when Clara decided to go back to work, he asked with vitriolic venom in his tone if she’d forgotten their son so quickly, and she slapped him full across the face. The clap of her palm on his cheek was thunderous. The sound of it echoed in the house and hung in the air between them.

			Though a lean, small woman, Clara was fit and strong from years as a dance instructor – fueled stronger by the pain inflicted by his words – and the slap stung. But what hurt worse than the hot throb of his reddened face was the sting in Joe’s heart, when he saw the trembling anger building up in her, directed at him. 

			She stormed away without saying a word and was gone the next morning. A trail of clothes fallen in her haste to get out – a sock here, a scarf there – greeted him when he woke. Leading down the hall and to the front door, they tracked his wife’s last route in their home.

			The silence after her departure seemed to fill the house like a living thing. The absence of noise wasn’t a comfort. Rather, it was like a threatening presence with eyes that watched, and a menacing mind that formulated plans, always waiting around the corner just out of sight.

			The silence that Sunday night when – after some thirty minutes or so of hovering there in his backyard, alight and spinning – the rift winked out, was similar.

			In the shadows creeping beyond the small island of light cast by the porch lamp, the heavy black evening seemed to carry within it things Joe couldn’t see, but which saw him. The sense of wonder he’d felt earlier – of being in the presence of a mystery worth knowing, worth experiencing – was still there. But now, with the rift gone, in retrospect Joe felt an ominous streak to it as well.

			He collapsed heavily into one of the patio chairs. Stared out into the empty yard. Rusty settled and curled at his feet.

			They sat there for another hour, waiting for the rip in the air to reappear. At some point he lowered an arm, found the Labrador’s head with his hand, and started stroking. Joe knew he was comforting himself as much as the dog.

			The dog rose, leaned into the strokes.

			They found a rhythm together – petting human, petted dog – and Joe’s quick heartbeat seemed a part of it, and so too the breath of the wind off the high mountains, and the dappled waters before him.

			2.

			Sleep was slow in coming. When it did arrive, it was in fits and starts. There were brief dreams of holes in the sky, holes in the earth. Joe peered into them and saw gears turning. Squinting, leaning closer, he glimpsed things in the darkness with glowing eyes, pulling levers, working the gears.

			Each time he startled awake, sat up, looked about the bedroom. On the king bed next to him was a dog instead of his wife, and Joe remembered everything that had happened the day before. Then he closed his eyes and tried for sleep again, and the process was repeated.

			In the morning he got up, pushed the Labrador off the mattress, and trip-walked to the bathroom. He showered, the water scalding hot, then stepped out, found his mirror through the steam. He stared long and hard at the haggard face looking back.

			Jeans and T-shirt yanked on, Joe went to the kitchen. There he tore open the fifty-pound bag of dog food Clara had dropped off, scooped two cups of the brown chunks into a bowl, and set it down beside the water for Rusty. Once the dog was busy chomping away, Joe settled at the dining room table.

			He stared out into the backyard. Where the rift had been last night, there was nothing. Just a yard and a pool and the emptiness about them.

			He glanced at the clock in the living room, saw that at about this time one year ago to the day his son had been walking to school. A van would have been pulling up alongside Evan, the driver leaning over, smiling genially. A lug wrench and crowbar in the passenger seat waited patiently.

			Although he hadn’t read it for a year, the morning paper was still delivered. Joe went out onto the porch, bent down, grabbed the bundled LA Times, turned, and strode back to the table. He removed the protective bag, stretched the rubber band off, and flipped through the paper to the local section.

			Scanning every page, he searched for something about the rift. Maybe rifts similar to his had popped up all over the county, like aftershocks from a central quake. Perhaps it had indeed been some sort of aurora or ball lightning, filaments of the phenomenon peppered over miles. In the newspaper were adulterous politicians, coke-addled celebrities in rehab, and a new terrorist threat, but nothing Joe could even remotely tie to the zipper-like rift.

			Clara called a little before nine. He picked the receiver up in the middle of her message, not wanting to appear too eager. As if he hadn’t been waiting all yesterday and this morning to hear her voice again, after having not heard it for so long.

			“How’s Rusty doing?” she asked after the requisite hellos.

			“He’s alive,” Joe said. Even as the words were coming out, he regretted them. But the day he told her he’d spent the prior evening petting the furry bastard, and falling asleep only with the comfort of the mutt on the mattress beside him, was the day he gave his balls away to charity. “I canceled the euthanasia.”

			“Har har, really funny, Joseph.”

			His full name as affirmation that he’d gone too far, Joe muttered words he’d never imagined himself saying. These he didn’t regret, though they caught him off guard.

			“I’m sorry. That was cruel. Rusty’s fine.”

			Clara seemed as stunned as he, and there was a soft clatter and shuffle on her end as if she’d almost dropped the phone. He heard her breathing carefully in and out before replying.

			“Thank you. I appreciate you watching him.”

			A minute or two passed as they exchanged words about inconsequential things. She told him the drive had been long but smooth. He asked how her parents were doing. She asked if he’d returned to work yet. Though awkward and a little forced, these were things spouses asked each other and it was almost normal.

			“Well, Joe, I better get going.”

			He said okay, and was about to hang up when something occurred to him.

			“Hey, Clara, one more thing. It’s a six- or seven-hour drive from here to Phoenix, right? You would’ve arrived early evening.”

			“Yeah. Why?”

			“Did you notice anything…strange during the drive?”

			“What do you mean?”

			Her tone was confused but also mildly bored, or preoccupied, as if she was ready to hang up. Whatever sense of normalcy, of maybe at least approaching the way things had once been, was dissipating on her end. If she’d even felt what he had at all.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “Nothing in the sky? No storms or lights or anything…weird?”

			A long drive through the desert highways would have given Clara a spectacular view of the skies around the time the rift had appeared.

			“What’s weird about a storm, Joe?” She paused as if for an answer, then spoke again before he could. “Wait, if you start talking about UFOs or something, telling me you’ve been probed, I think I’m coming back early for Rusty.”

			“Har har, really funny, Clara.”

			“I learned from the best,” she said, and in her voice he thought he heard a smile. In the best of times, humor had been their language, as powerful as their love, as satiating as their lovemaking. There was that sense again for Joe of approaching a line, nearing a threshold, with something tantalizing on the other side.

			“Forget I said anything,” he said, and though he meant it in a lighthearted, nonchalant manner, it still served to bring things to an end. They said their goodbyes, and with the click of the receiver returned to the cradle, an ending was what it seemed.

			3.

			In the garage, Joe searched for the tape measure. Through mazes of boxes and totem-like stacks he made his way to the workbench he and Evan had used together, pulled open a drawer of the worktable, found it. As he crossed the concrete floor again to the door leading to the foyer, he looked back.

			For the briefest of moments he could actually see himself there, with his son, straddling the bench, measuring and cutting and fitting things together. Something crafted for Mother’s Day, or a school project, or just for the hell of it. Father and son, creating together. Then it was gone and he turned out the lights and closed the door on the things that were lost.

			In the backyard he fed out the tape measure into the hole in the ground.

			Rusty first sniffed about the hole as Joe worked, then, apparently not caring for what his sense of smell registered, slunk away and settled under the giant oak at the far end of the yard.

			At twenty-five feet the measuring tape stopped, yet Joe could still wiggle and dip it and felt no bottom to the shaft-like hole. About as wide around as a golf course’s cup, it made him think of core samples taken by geological surveys, the drills of great machines puncturing the earth and probing deep.

			“Shit,” he whispered, standing, rolling the measuring tape back up and looking around. His eyes fell on the garden hose curled up at the side of the house. He walked to it, twisted it free of the water spout, and after looping it like a lasso in the crook of his forearm, carried it over to the hole.

			The hose was fifty feet if he remembered correctly. He and Clara had landscaped both the front and back yards themselves. The physical work, creating something together – as he’d done with his son at the workbench in the garage – had brought them closer than Joe would have imagined possible. Clara, shiny with sweat in a sleeveless shirt and jeans, gleaming under the morning summer sun, was one of the most erotic images he’d ever seen. No men’s magazine, with touched-up glossy images of breast-enhanced twenty-something starlets, could even come close to matching his wife’s beauty and allure there in the grass and dirt.

			Joe began to feed the hose into the hole, wiggling it when he felt obstructions, pushing it further and further into the thin shaft. In his mind he thought of Morlocks and dwarves and demons, subterranean things living in the depths of the Earth. He imagined diagrams of geological strata, and the hose going further and further past the layers of ages. Deeper and deeper the hose went, until Joe held one end flush against the ground at the rim of the hole, and still he felt no bottom to it. 

			Muttering a string of curses, Joe stood and wound the hose again.

			With the looped hose returned to the side of the house, Joe walked once more back to the hole, squatted, peered down into it. Stretching out prostrate, chin touching the grass, closer, he squinted, stared harder.

			The light of the morning sun shone only a foot or so down the shaft before the shadows swallowed the interior in darkness. Then he may as well have been staring into a starless stretch of space, some desolate realm even God had long abandoned.

			Getting to his feet again, brushing off grass and dirt from his shirt and jeans, Joe looked east and west. Though his home was on a rise and those of his neighbors a bit lower down the hill, he found it hard to believe no one else had seen the rift in his yard. The fencing was tall, over seven feet high, but even if the tear itself wasn’t seen, the light it gave off was bright in the evening and should have caught the attention of anyone peering out a window. Say a wife doing the dishes, or a kid gazing out a bedroom window with binoculars or a telescope.

			No one had been by, though, asking about the strange glow in his backyard.

			Joe also knew it was possible that, like himself, his neighbors weren’t the rubbernecking types. That whatever went on with the families and in the houses about them held no interest for them.

			Joe remembered a couple years ago he and Clara had learned from a neighbor that further down the street an old veteran had shot himself. So busy with their own lives, neither of them had seen the ambulance or police arrive or depart, hadn’t even heard the gunshot that had taken off the top of the old man’s skull.

			But if the rift returned, tonight or some other, could he count on the disinterest of others to keep people away? Did he want to keep others away? Or was this something that should be reported?

			These questions and others for the time being unanswered, Joe waved for Rusty to follow and together they went inside. He slid the glass door shut behind them, a weak barrier against the mystery that had revealed itself to him.

			4.

			Bereavement leave, vacation hours, and sick time long ago depleted, Joe had never returned to work, hadn’t returned his colleagues’ messages, didn’t know if he even had a job waiting for him, and didn’t give a shit.

			Or so he’d thought.

			After parking in the faculty lot at the rear of the high school for the first time in a year, Joe got out of the car slowly. The squat gray stone buildings before him seemed like a fort, he an invader. Archers aiming through arrow slits sighting him, or pots of boiling oil waiting for him to pass under, would greet him with a well-deserved death.

			Not wanting to leave the dog alone in the house so soon after the appearance of the rift, Joe had brought the Labrador along. In the rear seat of the Ford Explorer, Rusty glanced from the school outside to Joe, his head cocked to one side and a big grin on his face. Am I coming along? the dog seemed to be asking, and Joe shook his head, extended his middle finger in the great American salute.

			“You’re staying here,” he said, and pushed the corresponding buttons for all four windows until they were a quarter of the way down, admitting the cool mountain air for the dog.

			He walked across the parking lot with his head low and his shoulders hunched, trying to will himself invisible. The lot was nearly full. The vehicles provided a welcome blockade behind which Joe could duck, soldier-like on a battlefield, in an attempt to avoid detection until he got to where he was going.

			Joe stepped from the parking lot up the curb onto the campus proper and paused tentatively, as if he’d just crossed a boundary. He looked up at the familiar contours of the buildings, and the step-like structures of the quad planters and benches that had always made him think of Aztec pyramids hidden deep in thick jungles. He gave a shit, he realized, as he scanned the length of the flagpole and the California white field and bear and the red-white-and-blue snapping in the wind. The landscaped, cobbled paths inlaid in the rich-soiled perimeter of the various halls, the cafeteria and the auditorium, shaded by the widespread branches of firs and spruce, were strangely serene, like forest trails. He’d walked these paths countless times in the past decade, knew the feel and grade of the earth beneath his feet. Treading them was like striding up his walkway, home again after a long trip.

			A small cluster of squat, brick bunker-like structures Joe and much of the faculty had described as being in the Cheapskate Nouveau style, the Science Department seemed a cast-off from the main campus. Like a weird relative – an uncle, a distant cousin – that no one wanted around on holiday get-togethers, the placement of the Science classes and laboratories at the rear of the campus had always seemed to say something to Joe, about the priorities of schools, the priorities of parents, and those of society in general. 

			The third classroom down was his destination.

			Dr. Milton Cooper was one of his old colleagues in the Science Department, a friend (or used to be), and a former officer stationed on the now defunct Norton Air Force Base. Maybe letting his idle fondness for Discovery and History Channel programming concerning Area 51, paranormal phenomena, and end-times prophecies – sometimes, amazingly, converging themes on the same program – get the best of him, Joe thought that if anyone would know anything about strange happenings in the area, Milton would be the one.

			Milton was at lunch, as Joe had hoped he would be. The door was propped open for students who wanted to take advantage of an unofficial study hall, but today it was just Milton. Hunched over a foot-long sandwich, Milton didn’t see Joe in the doorway, and so Joe knocked hard and loud, startling the taller man.

			“Holy crap, you bastard!” the balding biologist yelped, a smear of mustard coating his just-so measured and shaved goatee. “So you are alive!”

			Milton Cooper rose to his full height of six and a half feet, towering over Joe and most of humanity, and walked over with giraffe-like strides. So high up the man stretched, his lab coat, sized just for him, seemed not so much a coat as a toga on an Olympus god come down to visit the mortal realm. The man’s long, insectile arms wrapped about Joe and squeezed powerfully. Even if his head had popped off like a rocket launching with a spray of blood, Joe didn’t think he could have stopped the burst of laughter that escaped him. 

			“Have you been to see the Big Man?” Milton asked, releasing Joe. “Are you finally coming back to us?”

			The Big Man was actually a big woman, Pamela Caruthers, the administrator of the school. Large, round, with forearms like tree trunks and an on-again-off-again peach fuzz mustache, the teachers called her the Big Man when at a safe distance. And even then only in low whispers and with furtive looks over their shoulders, as if afraid of being overheard by the mountainous woman and dragged away, kicking and screaming, to some underground chamber never to see the light of day again.

			“No,” Joe said, surprised to feel a sliver of disappointment at the pronouncement, and ashamed to see that disappointment mirrored and magnified in his tall friend’s frown. “I actually came to see you. I wanted to get your opinion about something.”

			Milton’s frown grew longer, drooped lower. “I heard about Clara,” he said. “I’m very sorry. The two of you always seemed so happy. But if you’re looking for relationship advice, I’m even sorrier. You know I’m the wrong guy for that job.”

			The one bout of romance that Joe knew of concerning Milton Cooper had involved Delores Somers of the History Department. As short as Milton was tall, as clumsy as he was strangely graceful, and as introverted as he was sociable, Delores Somers had surprisingly courted him. The four-week affair had ended in disaster, though, when Milton, reaching to help her out of a car, aimed poorly and grabbed a breast instead of a hand. Delores let out a screech that would have frightened a howler monkey according to witnesses, and both of them ended up in a tangle in the still-wet sidewalk gutter of the restaurant where they’d had reservations.

			“No,” Joe said. “Given everything that’s happened, I have to say I still think I’ve got you beat in that department.”

			Milton slugged him in what was meant as a brotherly blow to the shoulder, but delivered by the taller man’s slab-like fist, it sent Joe reeling. This was followed by a half-assed apology with a smirk spread wide across Milton’s face, while Joe massaged the site of the punch. His friend and colleague motioned to a seat pulled up beside his desk, Joe took it, and Milton folded himself like an accordion into the cushioned swivel chair.

			“So, what can I do for you?”

			Joe had considered many ways in which to approach this on the drive over. In his mind he tried directness, a more circumspect route, and humor. Each time in his imaginary conversations, however, when he got to the part about the hole in the air of his backyard, Milton laughed uproariously, told him to lay off the booze, and stumbled, guffawing, out of the room.

			Thinking again of the white light of the rift, and the black smoking rock burning through the Earth, weighing all other options, Joe settled on circumspection. If he was going to be laughed out of the room, he wanted as much warning as possible, probing and testing the mood of the conversation with caution.

			“In your time at Norton did you ever see anything…strange?”

			Milton’s response was immediate. “If you’re talking about aliens, I’ll have to kill you.”

			Joe searched the man’s implacable face. Not a wrinkle or twitch hinted at a joke. Then, just as he felt the anxiety in him building, his friend’s roar of laughter blew forth like a gale-force wind. Something – maybe a fleck of sandwich – struck Joe on the cheek.

			“I had you going!” Milton said, leaning over and backhanding Joe on his still-sore shoulder. “You should have seen your face!”

			Milton did a good approximation, eyes wide, mouth hanging agape. As an added detail – call it improv or creative license – he held his hands up and out in surrender, and shook with mock fear. “Oh! The men in black are coming to get me! I think I just peed myself!”

			Joe couldn’t help himself, and smiled again. 

			When Milton had control of himself, he apologized, picked up his sandwich once more and took a great bite, followed it with a swig of something in a Thermos and, finally discovering the mustard in his beard, wiped himself with a napkin. After balling up his trash and basketball-throwing it into a wastebasket in a corner, he turned his attention back to Joe and motioned him to continue with a little roll of his hand. “You really saw something.”

			Joe nodded.

			“What was it?”

			“I’m not really sure. I was wondering if you had any way to find out about test flights in the area. Or anything astronomical going on that I wasn’t aware of.”

			“I have a few people I could call. Care to elaborate, so I know what I’m asking about?”

			Not knowing what it was he’d seen himself, Joe pondered this. Whatever details he shared, once spoken, couldn’t be taken back. He still wasn’t sure if the rift was something he wanted to let other people in on. The feeling of being a kid stumbling onto something magical lingered, and part of him wanted to keep it to himself. Vagueness seemed the best course. For all he knew the rift had been a fluke, some cross-wiring of nature that he’d never see again.
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