

[image: image]




Buffalo Cactus & Other New Stories from the Southwest




Buffalo Cactus & Other New Stories from the Southwest


EDITED BY D. Seth Horton & Brett Garcia Myhren


UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO PRESS • ALBUQUERQUE




© 2018 by D. Seth Horton and Brett Garcia Myhren


All rights reserved. Published 2018


Printed in the United States of America


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Horton, D. Seth, 1976– editor. | Myhren, Brett Garcia, editor.


Title: Buffalo Cactus and Other New Stories from the Southwest / edited by D. Seth Horton and Brett Garcia Myhren.


Description: Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2018. | “In order to be eligible for inclusion in the third volume, stories had to be published between January 2012 and December 2015, beginning where our prior volume ended”—Introduction


Identifiers: LCCN 2017005437 (print) | LCCN 2017022261 (ebook) | ISBN 9780826357540 (pbk. : alk. paper) | ISBN 9780826357557 (E-book)


Subjects: LCSH: Southwestern States—Social life and customs—Fiction. | Landscapes—Southwestern States—Fiction. | Short stories, American—Southwestern States. | American fiction—21st century.


Classification: LCC PS566 .B84 2018 (ebook) | LCC PS566 (print) | DDC 813/.6080979—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017005437


Cover illustration: Mni Wiconi: Water is Life. Mixed media, 10 × 10 inches 2016, by Felicia Gabaldon


Designed by Catherine Leonardo




Introduction


BRETT GARCIA MYHREN


[image: Image]


Sometimes we know places by knowing what they are not, by recognizing that what is absent can be as important as what is present. As the narrator in Toni Jensen’s story remarks in a description of West Texas, “no matter what you called this region, all of it then and now was easiest to describe by what was missing, by lack: people, grass, trees, rain, most of all, rain.” This definition is as good as any that we have encountered, and it offers a way into a region that remains notable for its resistance to definition.


The idea of drought or scarcity emerges in many ways in these stories. Sometimes the aridity of the place is a plain fact, as in Tacey M. Atsitty’s story, where the land is “always dry, even up to the tips of the mountains.” At other times, however, the lack of water represents a lack of other elements as well. For instance, in Robin Romm’s story, the Southwest imposes a cruel minimalism on those who live there; the desert was a place where “you crawled on your knees to the river and drank thankfully what little water there was.” In some cases, the emptiness of the landscape itself is what haunts people, as it does for the narrator of Corey Campbell’s story, who says that in the desert “you could start walking and never arrive.”


Ironically, the sense of vacancy and absence is in part what compels people to these places that they both revere and revile in equal measures. José Skinner’s “Looking Out” uses the narrative of a student’s hike up a mountain in New Mexico to upend and reestablish the idea of sublime experiences and places. It is a story that understands and manipulates the self-consciousness that infuses the region’s literature. The young narrator recognizes, as she gazes from a mountaintop at the “mere insect-like disturbance” of the city below, that humans are dwarfed by the scale of these spaces and that “this silence would swallow up her scream like a puff of vapor.”


Inhabiting a place both harrowing and exhilarating is part of the attraction for many characters, an attraction that often has a magical or religious dimension. The imagery of religion seeps into the landscape in Kirstin Valdez Quade’s “Ordinary Sins,” where the Santo Niño is depicted “walking under the stars, across mesas and winding among piñon … searching for miracles to perform.” In Ron Carlson’s story, the canyons are a “lost place,” but also “secret” and “magical,” a place to explore and a way to escape the drudgery of life. Even the light itself has the power to transform, and many characters describe the insight or clarity they find in unlikely spaces. In Alex Espinoza’s story, “when the light struck things—the dilapidated buildings along the streets, all graffiti tagged and busted up, the empty lots littered with old tires and couches and wild weeds … it would all shimmer and glow … the way it was meant to be seen.”


Of course, once the Southwest becomes a source of inspiration, it may also become a crass and commercialized version of the religious and sublime. For instance, in R.T. Jamison’s story, “Forty Days in the Desert,” pilgrims seeking the miraculous in a house of sand instead encounter some of the more prosaic elements of the contemporary commercial marketplace. In Brock Clarke’s “Grand Canyon,” a woman on her honeymoon contemplates her new marriage, her husband, and the slippery nature of representation in a hilarious first-person rant (told in a single, rambling sentence). The story manages to be wildly irreverent and deadly serious in the questions it poses about Southwestern stereotypes and artistic representation.


Ultimately, the writers in these stories show that the Southwest remains rich with narratives in part because it stays just beyond our reach. That sense of strangeness and mystery that often compels people to visit (or stay) in the Southwest also animates these stories. There is something inexplicable at the heart of these narratives and the Southwest itself. In some stories this mystery arises from the collision of worlds, as it does in “Ten Seconds in Two Lives” by Alberto Álvaro Ríos, where a character discovers that crossing the border is not merely a physical act in his past but a recurring theme in his life. Rather than clarifying his life, the crossing produced “a haze around everything.” Alex Wilson’s narrator feels something similar as he gazes from his home in San Diego to Tijuana across the border: “It took me a long time to realize that nothing, even the fence, could create a division that clean—and that we didn’t live in either of those worlds but a hybrid between them.” In other stories, the mystery arises from the collision of natural and human elements. Who might have imagined the scene in Sierra Bellows’s story, where a buffalo drinks from a swimming pool, with “her front hooves slippery on the tiled lip,” set against a “pink inner tube and an aqua lounger”? Or the buffalo hunter, in suburban Phoenix, carrying a rifle and wearing flip-flops?


We hope that you will find these connections, ironies, and mysteries as intriguing as we do. These are the questions and images that draw us back to the Southwest again and again. For this collection, we reviewed hundreds of North American journals and magazines, more than a thousand individual issues, in search of those stories that best illuminate some aspect of the Southwest. This type of project presents some significant logistical challenges, and we are especially indebted to the editors who made our task easier by providing complimentary subscriptions to their literary journals. We would also like to thank the many writers, including those we were unable to anthologize, for compelling us to consider and reconsider this fascinating place.


In order to be eligible for inclusion in the third volume, stories had to be published between January 2012 and December 2015, beginning where our prior volume ended. Other than the publication date and some connection to the Southwest, our primary criterion for inclusion is always the quality of the story. Because we wanted stories that were worth reading, no matter where they took place, no story was considered if we didn’t feel it was excellent. We also wanted to evaluate stories on their own merits rather than looking for writers who were frequently associated with the region or happened to reside in it. As a result, readers of this volume will notice new names alongside those of established writers, which we feel adds to the richness and diversity of the collection. In addition, though we are familiar with a variety of definitions and arguments about the boundaries for the Southwest, we do not maintain a fixed geographical boundary for stories, and we tend to be more inclusive than exclusive. We see these narratives about the region as part of an ongoing conversation, and we try to bring a variety of voices to the table. Finally, one of the most important roles for the editors of an anthology, in our view, is to get out of the way and let the stories do the talking. Therefore, we will keep this introduction brief so that you can spend more time with what we hope you will agree is a remarkable collection of stories about the Southwest.




Ten Seconds in Two Lives


ALBERTO ÁLVARO RÍOS
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Julio saw Marta in the rearview mirror, standing there in the cold as he stepped on the brakes to back up slowly. The brake lights went on, and they shined on her as much as on the driveway. He saw her in that moment bloom rose against the gray, ruby against the fog. Rather than any ghostly appearance in that circumstance, bundled up, cold, covered, Marta was instead suddenly more alive than anything else he had ever seen. The red shining on her showed him life, life itself, something alive and not withering, something warmed up in spite of the hard, crueling cold. The whole event was not more than ten seconds, but sometimes ten seconds is enough to last a lifetime.


The cold was a stranger to the desert, not regular, and unsettling every time. It was always the news when it arrived, on the radio, in the newspapers, in every conversation. Nobody had the clothes for these few days, which only came around once every several years. This kind of cold, the unexpected visit of an inconsiderate cousin from far away, this kind of cold was colder, in that there was no real way to prepare for it. And to have made plans, really, it would have been a waste anyway. A few days, that was it. One could put jackets on top of the blanket on the bed, wear pajamas under clothes, stay inside—none of that was so difficult.


It was the heat one had better be prepared for. And here was the thing—Julio, seeing Marta, stopped feeling the cold, just like that, in that instant and from there afterward. No cold, not as long as she looked back at him. And she was looking at him when he saw her in the red light from the brakes—that was the sharp part of the feeling he felt, her eyes, looking at him.


Had he been a child, he might have construed this as the mal ojo, some kind of evil eye, the way he looked at her and she looked back at him, and the way that moment seemed unshakeable, as if some kind of light traveled between them, a light having nothing to do with the brakes. But he was not a child, and this was as far away from the mal ojo as could be, but just as strange. It was love at first sight. It was that exactly, even though he already knew Marta, and even though they had already been dating. This was something else, and everything. It was love at thirtieth sight, which, thought Julio, was probably more rare than the first-sight one.


Or really, it was at five thousandth sight, something more like that. They were married, now, for almost a year. And everything was good, very good, so this way of seeing her came as even more of a surprise.


He didn’t know whether to say anything to Marta about it. He didn’t know if she felt it, too. And if she didn’t, he didn’t want to know. If she did—well, yes, but he couldn’t take the chance. And besides, he felt it enough for the both of them.


After Julio backed a ways out of the driveway, which was so narrow that only one person could get into a car, when he was far enough and slowed to a stop, still staring at her even though she had averted her eyes to the ground—perhaps simply because of the cold—Marta got into the car on the passenger side. This was not their car, and they were both taking great care not to do any damage. They drove slowly and looked more carefully at corners. They parked far away from the front door in the store parking lots. They had the car for a couple of days, taking care of it for a friend, but with the bonus that they got to use it as much as they wanted. During these several cold days, it had been a great help.


Their own car was an incorrigible teenager of a thing, unreliable and disaffected, never working when they needed it to. But it was all they could afford. The irony was that spending money on its troubles is exactly what kept them from getting a better car. They didn’t know what to do about it, so that just when they would decide to sell it, or hope that someone would haul it away, it suddenly broke down, right at that moment. And it was smart—if they were on the edge regarding their budget, then it would only be a small thing, a door handle or a gas cap. It seemed to be able to break in relation to how much money they either had or were about to have.


But that was their car and this was this car, thought Julio, this car on a cold night with Marta and nothing more to do except some evening errands, all simple, and maybe some dinner if there was enough money left over. Dinner with his beautiful wife.


The thing about beauty and his wife, and why he hadn’t quite thought about it that way, nor did he quite think that others did, was that those ten seconds in the red light were his, suddenly and absolutely. Even if he were a painter or a sculptor or a photographer, he could not pose her in that position to make the moment happen again. It was those seconds, and though he didn’t know it yet, they would last him a lifetime.


And at the slow rate things were moving in their lives, this seemed like a long time. Work was good, but not great. They had enough to eat, but not to feast on. They had enough clothes, but not more. They had a house, but a very small one. In all things, they were at the start of something, the start of a life, but, like the car, they could not seem to get it going into a next gear.


It had been a headlong rush for so much of their lives, at least in these last several years, that moving slowly now seemed wrong, a wrong turn, a bad sign. Julio could remember so easily asking Marta to marry him—after, of course, asking her father. He remembered how her saying yes had made him feel, then their wondering about what they would do once the initial happy days settled themselves. Right away they moved into the boarding house in town at first, trying to save money while Julio found work doing a variety of small jobs. But small jobs meant small money. His brother came to town to do the same thing, and had more luck, so that Julio worked for him for a while. Then Julio heard about the group that was going to cross the border, and like Marta saying yes, this made him feel something.


It had an effect on Marta, too, once he explained things. Leaving town for good did not excite them, leaving their families and everything they had known, but what they might encounter, what a little bit of imagination might gain them, they both felt it. The feeling was not excitement, exactly, but more like need. It was a direction much more than geographic. It was a direction in their minds, and once they imagined another world it called to them like a magnet might speak to a nail.


And after all, they were young, they were in love, and they were—in that moment—the definition of what was new in the world. To live somewhere new as well, this only made sense. The United States—it was what the rancho was to his father, thought Julio. It was the future. It was the risk worth taking, and hard work was the way to make one’s luck. Julio had no reservations about that. His father had taught him not to be a stranger to hard work. In fact, his father had taught him not to even think of it as hard work. Whatever needed being done on any given day was simply what needed to be done. There was no time for hard and easy, which just got in the way every time. There was only ever next.


All that was a long time ago, now, years. Getting here had been, finally, uneventful. He and Marta read about people getting into trouble crossing the border all the time now, but for them it was not like that. With the help of Licenciado Ubaldo Dos Santos, the lawyer in town, they had worked hard at all the papers they needed to get into the country. And then they waited.


They took an English class, and then another and another. And when the waiting was over, they simply came across, new citizens just like that. There were a thousand details, but each one was simply the next one, neither harder nor easier, not more aggravating or less aggravating, more time-consuming or less time-consuming. In fact, time itself was not time itself—it was simply one more part of the process, as if it were a box to be checked on a white piece of official-looking paper full of twenty other boxes requiring consideration, filed among twenty other pieces of paper equally boxed.


What kept them going was that they did it together. They practiced words on each other, they filled out forms together, and they laughed. There was not much to laugh about, but that didn’t stop them. They worked and they laughed, and this was the secret they found together regarding this particular moment in their lives, but it seemed to apply to everything else as well.


Lic. Dos Santos had counseled them to have patience as well, patience and a little more money, first for one thing and then another. And then another. Throughout this process, a little more money added up twenty or thirty times became something other than a little more money, and this always meant more work and more time. But if Lic. Dos Santos found a problem each time, he also found a solution, and they were ready. They worked, they stood in lines, they mailed off letters and forms and fees.


That’s what Julio had found so attractive in Marta, her willingness to do what needed to be done, just the same way he felt about things. Getting things done felt good, but not everybody moved through the world in that way. Lic. Dos Santos seemed to share that feeling, however, so Julio felt he had come to the right person. The licenciado had a reputation for being thorough, which was good, as there seemed to surface so many legal nooks and crannies that, without him, would have drowned them. They were willing to swim, long and hard, but they needed someone to keep them pointed in the right direction.


But they had gotten through it all. The paperwork, the lawyers, the offices, the governments, the federal people, the state people, the local people, the Border Patrol itself, who were a government all by themselves—they had gotten through it all, and now they were on the next step of things.


But after all that, the next step seemed like a step backward, or a step in place, at most. Things felt now like they were on a treadmill, one of those things Julio saw all the time when he looked in the windows of the health centers. If all those people were all doing something that put all that walking to use, well it was an idea. But somebody had the better idea of work belonging only to the one person, with no impact on anyone else, and maybe that was the way to go. Work for one, like dinner for one. Personal things. It made Julio laugh. Personal bridges, personal streets, personal everythings. Maybe it’s what he wanted, too.


None of that mattered right now. He and Marta had a car tonight, Marta was suddenly beautiful to him, and the night had just started. Maybe the next step wasn’t such a big one, after all, not what he thought it would be. Maybe it was simply a step he had missed, and that’s what all this moving in place was all about. Maybe the step was Marta.


He turned to look at her again, and she smiled at him. It was a nice smile. Maybe personal things were something to think about.


They had each other, after all. Through everything, they had each other and together they had worked in the world and done things for other people and done all right for themselves as a consequence. But each other—what had he done for Marta? All the work, the paychecks, all that, of course, but the question nagged him beyond those things. There was the baby, the idea of a baby, of course, and that would be something, but that did not seem to be happening. No baby so far. And it had been a while now.


They could go to the doctor, of course, but that cost money. And what would the doctor say, anyway? They could or they couldn’t. It was that simple. If they could, then it would happen, and if they couldn’t, then that was that. Julio knew that Marta wanted a child, but that she was afraid as well, a life so precarious. They had left a world where a child would have been welcome and welcomed, with a big announcement in the town by Dr. Bartolomeo and then a baptism and all the rest. But they had left that behind. Marta was right to be scared here, honestly. They read about so many things happening, so much fear, and working hard was the easiest part of it all.


And there was this other thing about having a baby. He wasn’t sure if he wanted one. In his heart he knew a truth that in public, and even in private to Marta, he betrayed, always saying he would work hard and take care of them and be strong. But the truth of it was, he was not a man, just a boy who had grown up. Boys want a lot, and he had worked to get all of those things, but the going was slow. That time didn’t add up to suddenly becoming a man. And the slower it got, the less of a man and the more of a boy he felt. He couldn’t come up with the answers for what to do differently, so that things would get better.


On the other hand, thought Julio, we are not who we were. He was not the boy he had been, and she was not the girl who laughed at him. That was a long time ago, it seemed. They had changed, the world had changed, and the answers had changed. Hard work used to be the answer, but now it seemed like hard work was just hard work, and that doing it only meant more of it.


That’s why Julio had been listening to Hector Alegría, whose car this was. He had lent it to them.


“It’s going to be a cold couple of nights,” Hector had said. “Go ahead. I won’t be using it myself.” He was going on a small trip, he had said. Work, of some sort. And the car, well the car was just there to be used.


“Better to get it running than to let it freeze out on the street,” he had said.


It made sense to Julio, who was glad to help out. “No good to let it sit there,” he had offered. They both laughed. Julio wanted to use the car and Hector knew it. But Julio would never have dreamed of asking, so the offer came as something of a gift. A very welcome gift. Here, after all, was something Julio could do for Marta. It wasn’t much, but it wasn’t nothing, either. A nice car for a few days could help them see what was possible for them, possible and not far away, hoped Julio.


“If you’ll just do one thing for me,” Hector said casually, a seeming afterthought.


“Of course,” offered Julio.


“I think you might like doing this. It’s nothing. It’s easy. And they will probably give you a tip for your trouble, like a pizza guy. If they do, keep it. It’s yours.”


“Well, that would be even better. No problem.”


“There’s a small package in the trunk. Could you take it to the address that’s written on it? It won’t take even a few minutes. But don’t do it until Friday.”


“Done. Don’t worry about it,” said Julio. It was the least he could do.


They played the restaurant game.


“Where do you think we should go?” asked Julio.


“Somewhere with seafood, lots of seafood,” answered Marta. “Crab legs should come out of my ears. And where do you think we should go?”


“Somewhere with steaks, big ones, huh,” answered Julio, matter-of-factly. “Black Angus.” They had read an ad in the paper earlier in the day that advertised a special.


“Red Lobster,” she said, even more resolutely, and with her lips pushed out.


They couldn’t afford any of these places, but they saw the commercials and read the ads and talked about them all the time. The chain restaurants always advertised the most, and their ads always looked the best, whether that was the truth of things or not.


“And what if Red Lobster is closed?” asked Julio.


“Well then, that would be something, wouldn’t it? Chinese food, then, a feast,” laughed Marta. “Like at Kin Wah’s, with all the birds in the big cage.” It was a memory for both of them, Kin Wah’s in Nogales, with a large, floor-to-ceiling birdcage right in the middle of the restaurant, feathers wafting everywhere if you ate there in the late afternoon, the light shining in through the windows and showing the loose underfeathers suspended in the air, the feathers and slight grit and air plankton, everything that came from the business of being birds.


The parrots spoke and called in orders themselves, perfect in the voices of the waiters. They also talked among themselves as if they were the waiters, reciting whole conversations. Every night at least one parrot order made it through, and the cooks made twice as much of something, which the birds later, in fact, got to eat. Their dinner was trickery, but it was hard to say on whom, the waiters or the birds. One would think it was the waiters, of course, but it was the work of the birds everyone came to see, and cheer for.


“No, not Chinese. I think,” he paused for a small moment of drama, eyebrows suddenly furrowed, “italiano. No bean sprouts. No bean sprouts tonight. We’re in the city tonight.”


Bean sprouts, and Chinese food in general with all its vegetables, always reminded them both of the verdolagas they had grown up eating, which grew in people’s front yards here but were treated as weeds. Verdolagas always came to mind for them, and other things they could not name from the mountains. Plants. There were so many Chinese in Mexico that Marta and Julio had, on more than one occasion, seen all the greens they had grown up eating sold as Chinese food specialties—verdolagas, of course, tunas from the prickly pears, and the ears of the prickly pears themselves, dethorned, these and more, really anything green.


It wasn’t just the Chinese, of course. Everyone at one time or another had eaten something at their grandmother’s house that they couldn’t identify at first. Everything, it seemed, could be cooked. Whether one would want to eat it, however, was sometimes a question. Then again, it was sometimes and very simply what there was for dinner.


I think you might like doing this. It’s nothing. It’s easy. Julio, remembering what Hector had said, and remembering that he had winked as well, thought that it was a curious thing to say. But he didn’t think for a moment not to do the favor. After all, he thought, look at all Hector was doing for him, and for Marta, too.


“I just have to do this thing for Hector. It’ll only take a minute. I told him I would leave a package,” Julio said to Marta once they got started.


“What kind of thing?” asked Marta.


“I have to leave something for him, a package that’s in the trunk. He must have forgotten. It’s something I think he remembered right when he was leaving, so I said I would be happy to do it.”


“A package? What kind of package?”


“I don’t know what kind of package. A package. I didn’t ask him what it was. What difference does it make? I just have to leave it. It won’t take long.”


“Why didn’t you tell me before?”


Marta frowned, but Julio tried not to look at her. He sped up a little to get this over with. The directions were clear enough, and it wasn’t far. Some apartments—he thought he had a vague sense of having seen them before. Certainly he had driven past them because he took that road all the time for different jobs he went out on.


“Well, then,” said Marta, “all right, but I don’t know.”


“Don’t know what?” asked Julio, but he didn’t want an answer. “It’s right up there, the apartments behind that gray wall.


“Do you think it’s safe?” Marta asked the question that was plain enough in the air.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Julio.


He pulled into a dirt lot that served as a parking lot just inside the wall. With that, and without saying anything to Marta, he got out of the car, went around to the back and opened the trunk, got a small package out wrapped in brown paper.


It was wrapped very neatly, so carefully that, thought Julio as he walked by Marta’s window with this delivery in his hands, it didn’t look like it belonged here. Everything else was discolored and decaying, with trash piled up in various corners, not purposefully but blown there by the wind, which had found enough of it around to make these small piles in various places along the wall and even up against some of the apartments, which had cracked cement stoops in front of them, stoops a little too high and deteriorating underneath away from any smoothness into the pebble and dirt that made them.


It looked to Julio like there were twelve apartments, six on one side and what looked like six on the other, though he couldn’t see the far reaches of this building very well. He was just guessing. It was like a duplex, only six. A sixplex. It sounded to Julio when he thought it like one of the new movie theaters, and this darkness only added to the feeling.


Even though it was cold, Marta rolled down her window for a moment and Julio could tell she could hear what he heard, some voices, some music, or rather, several strains of competing music which collected together into a noise in place of a song. And she could smell what he smelled, the familiar tang of dinners being cooked, their scents—familiar but not specific, like the music. The bouquet of smells blended and was more pleasing than the music. The aroma, he thought, stood out against all the fast-food bags and cups with straws still sticking out of them in the trash piles. Somebody was doing the work of cooking.


Julio rang the doorbell of the apartment closest to them and waited, but nothing happened. After a minute or so, he knocked on the door.


A tall, thin man answered, wearing jeans and an unbuttoned shirt, even though it was so cold. It was dark and Julio couldn’t see very much more. The porch light that sat over the door wasn’t on or wasn’t working—in fact, only one of the porch lights in the row of six apartments was on, which gave the only real light to the whole area, light with a little haze around it in the cold, and it was the only illumination aside from the light that came through the various curtains and blinds and sheets hung over the windows. Opening and closing the car door had made enough light to feel like a shout here. It was out of place. They were out of place.


The man said something, but Julio couldn’t quite catch it. The man took the package, while at the same time handing an envelope to Julio. He caught the muted reflection of its stark whiteness as it was handed from one dark hand to another, from this man to himself. Julio shook his head in a slight no, but the man closed the door just like that and without any further discussion.


The walk from the front door of the apartment to the car wasn’t much. When Julio got into the car, he put the envelope into his shirt pocket to open the door. When he got in and closed the door, which had made the light come on again and made him uncomfortable and, he could see, Marta, too, she said, “Well?”


“Well, what?”


“What’s in your pocket?”


“Hector said they might give me a tip for my trouble.” Julio took it out of his pocket and opened it. The flap was loose, just folded down casually into the opening. Inside the envelope there were ten $20 bills, $200 just like that in his hands. He closed the envelope quickly, as if some of the bills might try to get out like fish. He held it closed, tightly.


“What is that?” said Marta, loudly but not quite yelling, not quite sure enough to shout.


“I don’t know. He gave it to me and said to get out of here.”


“He gave it to you for what?”


“I don’t know. The package I guess. Hector said they might.”


“What was in the package?”


“I don’t know. I told you.”


“You don’t get money like this for nothing. It’s not a tip—that’s too much. It had to be something in there, something in that package.”


“I don’t know.”


“Well, give it back to him. It’s not yours.”


Julio looked at Marta, but it was not the look he had given her earlier in the evening, and it was not the Marta he had seen, not in this moment. Her eyes were big and she was shaking her head.


“I can’t go back there.”


Marta knew this was true, he could tell. She shivered, but it was more than the cold. She couldn’t make him go back to that door. Who knew what might happen? Who knew what was happening here anyway? He was right. They had to leave. Staying wouldn’t bring anything but trouble.


“Go,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”


Two hundred dollars, just like that in his hands. The whole event didn’t take more than ten seconds. But just like that the whole evening was changed. They could go anywhere with that much money, anywhere at all. They could go somewhere nice to eat, eat all they wanted, and still have plenty left over to pay a few of the bills sitting on the kitchen table, or save it, just save it. Suddenly everything was possible—they understood that, if not much else about what this meant.


They had come here to this country to make money, and here was some money. Julio had promised Marta, and her family, to work hard, and he had worked hard. He had only worked hard and nothing less. Money comes from working hard, or so it was supposed to. The process had been slow, sometimes excruciatingly slow.


Marta, too, had promised to work at things equally hard, and to take care of things that Julio couldn’t. That often meant handling the finances, not because he couldn’t but because she had a better grasp of their whole lives, of the house and the car and the groceries and the repairs and the movies and the neighbors and the paperwork and a—he treaded lightly here, in thinking this, and a baby, maybe. She had a sense of all these things working together that he admired. She had good judgment. That should count for something, all the careful planning and patience, the small sacrifices each of them made without telling the other. He knew she did it as much as he did. All this should count for something.


People for as long as he could remember had talked about the border and the fence and the crossing over from one place to another. Up to now it had always been a line between two countries. He and Marta had crossed that line, and understood what that meant. Everything had been so clear. But suddenly, this felt like the border, this moment. There was something big here.


They had worked patiently at getting their papers and coming across, and it had taken years. This, on the other hand, this was over just like that.


But, thought Julio, this felt like the moment, the thing he always thought he would feel, the line, the crossing over—between what, he was not certain. But this was it. He could see that Marta felt it, too.


They drove off, unsure. The envelope gave them a good dinner, but a quiet one, and a quiet ride home afterward. They were neither happy nor unhappy, though not one or the other would say so. Marta still looked beautiful to Julio, but there was a haze around everything, including her, the same way there had been a haze around the porch light at those apartments. It was probably the cold, and something about how rarely cold came to the desert. It made the world look strange. Maybe there would be rain.


They didn’t talk about the money anymore, not after their discussion in the car that night, but it was sitting there with them nonetheless as they ate in the restaurant and drove home. The cold insinuated itself even further into the later evening, and bundling up into their jackets, which they had to do, kept them from having to talk so much about things.
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Somewhere around what would have been the halfway point of the sex, the radio turned on. Laney was never sure, even years later—affair forgotten, transgression forgiven, house sold, another inhabited—whether the radio had been left on by her husband, on his way out into whatever night wandering it was that, then, so occupied him. Had the radio been silent, tuned between frequencies, and simply caught some transient reflection off an inversion layer or a distant mountain storm? Or had it, somehow, brought itself alive and into being, dials lighting to a 60-hertz sinusoidal hidden somewhere in the machine that flickered up regular as any heart? Commanded or not, though, static for one brief moment shattered through the house, windows quaking in resonance with the pink noise.


It had been so long—Edwin had been coming home at unpredictable hours, and the boy lived with one of her coworkers—that even the sudden static was not distraction enough to stop. She placed her hands on his hips, and she forced herself to moan. The boy, in general, needed too much encouragement. “Don’t stop,” Laney said. The noise rose, and she could not even hear the scratch of the sheets on the backs of the boy’s thighs, or her own breath.


The boy—she only ever thought of him as “the boy”—tried to keep going, but the static towered and loomed through the house, so she finally pushed him off and checked that the condom was still on and flicked the light in one motion. “It’s not him,” the boy said, “I’ve been looking out the window for his car.”


“I can’t concentrate,” she said, almost shouting, and she crossed to her husband’s radio room, prepared to navigate the racks and racks of matte-black tuner heads and amplifiers and signal switchers he, every morning, dusted to the sheen of polished silver—but one machine flamed alone in the dark space with indicators and lamps backlit submarine red, amplitude bars oscillating wildly.


When she reached for the tuner, the static cut out. The sudden silence haunted through the house. All vibrations stilled to mute, perfect quiet.


The radio trilled a cascade of descending tones, and a synthesized progression of numbers—“One, seventy-two, one, seventy-two, eighteen eighteen eighteen”—began to repeat. “One, seventy-two.” She stood fixed, as at the focal point of reflected signals. “One, seventy-two.” Laney’s arm hung in the air. The numbers stopped.


A voice rose from the speakers—a voice with tones and overtones and ringing harmonics pure as the strings of a harp, calling, over and over, “The decline of the American Bison, the decline of the American Bison, the decline of the American Bison …”


Laney hit the master breaker and everything died; circuits in the hidden depths of the equipment bays clicked once, twice, were still. The fans spun down, and the voice, if it rattled at all in the far corners of the house as an echo fading, faded fast. She stood in the black space, all the heat of the equipment convecting in invisible kilowatts all around her, and she was silent for a long time. The boy asked if she was coming back to bed, and, thinking how long it might be before she had another chance, she almost turned for the door—


Some compulsion unknown to her until much later commanded her, though, to reach out, and hit the breaker back on, but the voice was gone. The face of the radio glowered a frequency right at the edge of the tropic bands, 5055 kHz, but the speakers gave only the slightest breezy noise, hazed guitar arpeggios wavering in and out of what she might once have recognized as “Lucha de Gigantes,” and the occasional clipped sideband laboring up from the automated marine weather broadcasts on the Sea of Cortés. The boy, in the bedroom, started snoring, and even then she just stood, listening, wondering, waiting for that voice, tuned as perfectly as a quartz crystal, to return, but it did not.


She almost told her husband about it when he came home, half-awake and swerving into the driveway, somewhere around five a.m. She was still up. But he only mouthed an apology, and he vanished upstairs, into the sheets he did not notice had been changed, already, again. When her alarm went off he did not even stir. Just before leaving she thought of checking the transmission again but for some reason she was spending more time on her hair these days and then she had to rush.


At the guardhouse, Thompson was looking out into the east at the mountains layered in rain when she pulled up. “Early for storms,” he said, running her badge over the machine, and when he handed it back to her he was still staring off over the plain at the bladed ridges, vanishing even now into the lowering clouds. “How is your husband, ma’am?” he asked quietly, scribbling in the log without seeming to look at it.


“He’s fine.”


“Haven’t seen him in a long time.”


“He’s working from home.”


“You guys getting ready for another shot?” he said, finally turning.


“Friday,” she said.


“Don’t blow up New Mexico,” Thompson said, distant.


“I’m just the electrician,” she said.


“You’re all rocket scientists to me,” Thompson said, and waved her through. Something flashed in the white optics laboratories bulbous and towering in the foothills, and a pair of F-16s from Kirtland angled over her in formation, engine roar trailing in a five-second delay that hammered over the windshield like cannon fire. By the time she turned into the lot at Technical Area IV the jets were lost to the horizon. The new sign said, “Z-Pulsed Power Facility,” over a yellow-and-black Zia sun symbol. The exterior of the building was blank; it did little to suggest that buried far within the white walls, a device of dazzling complexity channeled energies incalculable.


She spent the morning going over the Marx generators for Friday’s shot, checking and rechecking the tables from the capacitors submerged in the heart of the machine. After two hours of data entry, she realized she had not been in to look at it in months; as though an electrical engineer, lost in cascading megavolts and milliamperes, might not, sometimes, need to see the yield, solid and towering, of all her focused effort; as though there were not, beyond the diagrams and spreadsheets she auguried hour after hour, some definite, delicate tracery of conductors, substantial as the precious metals (and made, indeed, of precious metals)—some real world beyond the symbols, some real arrangement beyond the abstract patterns.


From the platform looking out over the space, the Z-machine was a radial array of dark, prophetic chambers: black towers of magnets, beamguides and waveguides and a thousand perfectly machined armatures of aluminum, steel, beryllium. At the center, almost entirely encased in detectors and prisms—angular, faceted and crowding around like a gaggle of stealth fighters—a pedestal held, in gossamer spindles of wire, the tiny cylinder of gold, around which the entire apparatus seemed to coalesce, at which every immense device seemed to aim.


She had forgotten; she did not look at the machine because it gave a sensation of latent doom, awaiting only the trigger. Technicians clad in white cleansuits, where they moved through the nested space carrying gunmetal components and gleaming orbs of unknown origin or purpose, seemed to do so in a trance, without touching the floor.


“You don’t come up here anymore,” the boy said, and she startled and glared at him.


“You never look tired, you know.”


“The miracle of youth,” he said. “When’s Edwin going to his conference again?”


“Two weeks.”


“Still want to go to Pagosa Springs?”


She looked at him—twenty-four, broad forehead, lazy, smoked-over eyes that belied the fierce intellect and brutal determination to be correct that she’d seen him wield against the other X-ray physicists in the all-staff meetings, and that had, at first, annoyed her, and at the same time, so captured her attention. When he began following her down the hallway whenever she passed, she had guarded herself against foolish improprieties with a shield of mocking sarcasm—“I don’t know where they keep the schoolgirls, stop following me” and “They let moping puppies get PhDs in high-energy physics now?”—until she said, “You’re tall for a whiny baby,” two days in a row, and the laugh he gave when he caught her mistake was the first prying instrument that broke some besagew off her armor, so that her heart thrilled, unexposed for years before.


Now, though, she said, tiredly, “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


“You’re probably right,” he said.


In the space below, the technicians called to clear for the fluid filling. Arrays of transformers, lining the octagonal cavern three-deep on the walls all around, chattered as they warmed.


“What do you think of that transmission last night?” she said.


“You told me Edwin’s always finding weird stuff on his radios.”


“Well. Wasn’t there … didn’t you think it was beautiful, the voice?”


“I don’t really remember. What did she say again?”


“‘The decline of the American Bison.’”


“Maybe an information station from Yellowstone or something. Shortwave carries forever. Who knows? People send all sorts of strange signals, don’t they? Calling out into the dark.”


“I’ve heard it before,” she said.


He just nodded. A series of lights above the ring of the machine flicked to green and the central ring began to fill with water, rising to submerge the core of the device, armature visible now only as some murky dreamshape that warped with the waves, refracting glints of color and light. Figures black clad in wetsuits and scuba gear appeared, and sat on the grating dangling flippered feet into the pool.


“This one’s going to be a good shot,” he said. “We’re going to get a lot of really good data, I think.”


“I just make sure the thing turns on,” she said. “They’re all the same to me.” She turned and left, and the boy did not look after her.


In the afternoon she excused herself just after presenting the latest tolerance figures to the electrical team—“Marx banks one through eighteen are well within spec, Marx nineteen was offline for the last load test but we should have figures on it tomorrow, and Marx twenty through thirty-six pulsed late. The divers are swapping out the faulty switching laser now …”—and from the balcony she watched the rush of afternoon flights from Dallas and L.A. bank out over the mesa to land.


Laney left early, and as she drove she turned the car radio through its frequencies—though they were the wrong band by megahertz and megahertz—but caught only the mariachi station repeated up from El Paso and the local rock channels still so curiously trapped in 1997. “Standing Outside a Broken Phone Booth With Money in My Hand,” when it came on as she waited at Constitution and Carlisle—where the cops had closed off the block and were wandering around with assault rifles—brought her back to autumns at St. John’s College, to learning Greek, to jumping the reservoir fence with Edwin, who did not fish, but loved to watch her cast out over the water. When she imagined herself, then, caved away in the winter when the snow lowered down off the mountains, and they huddled around the cedar burning in the adobe fireplace and traded Bohr and Husserl, she could not imagine herself as twenty or twenty-two, shoulders and calves taut from constant treks into the Pecos, with glasses before she had the surgery—but thin, hair dyed dark to hide the gray, hands, as they were now, snarling and narrow where all their effort seemed expended just to grasp the clay teacup she saw herself sipping from. She would have to dig up old pictures, to remember what she had looked like.


Edwin was awake when she got home, dazed as he filled the blender with unlikely combinations of tropical fruits. His hands shook.


“Where was it last night?” she said.


“Valles Caldera,” he said. When he put the cap on the blender the plastic clattered before he found the fit. “Too much coffee,” he said when he noticed her staring. He hit the button and the room filled with noise.


In his radio room he had tuned way up into the high band, so when she turned up the volume there was only Morse beeping out the identifier of some aircraft navigation beacon—Durango? Her Morse, though Edwin had taught her once, was ill practiced. She turned the master receiver back to 5055 kHz, but there was not even a hiss. Edwin came in and said, “I was recording.”


“Sorry,” she said.


“It’s all right,” he said, and he sat down at the bench, green concoction filling the room with the scent of wheatgrass.


“Are you all right?” she said.


“I’ve told you, I’m fine,” he said. “Please stop asking.”


“I’m worried about you.”


“I’ll settle down soon. I promise. No more late nights.”


“You’ve been saying that for a very long time,” Laney said.


He reached for the receiver, and paused at the readout. “Did you change it back?”


“What?”


“You changed it to 5055?”


“Yeah.”


“Why?”


“I …” She watched him, trying to read the tension in his brow and around his ears; he would not turn to face her. “Have you been hearing a numbers station recently?”


Edwin placed a finger in the juice, took it and touched it to his tongue. “No. No numbers stations around here. Not for years.”


“When are you going to go back to work, Edwin?”


“I’m not,” he said. “They suspended me.”


Laney watched him as he took the antistatic brush and ran it around the edges of the receiver in front of him, and when he tuned it back up into the high band—5055, on the readout, vanished into a wheeling blur of ascending digits—she closed the door.


She almost left a note with the X-ray physicists for the boy, but when she stuck her head into their office and they all looked up and seemed to recognize her immediately, she changed her mind and fled. Circling back in the ring hallway that surrounded the machine, she had to skip her feet to avoid the engineers and technicians and machinists heading in the opposite direction, carrying plans, devices, coffee. The atmosphere always changed right before a shot—in that everyone was rushing around preparing, and in that they began to filter the air coming into the building, so that her transformers did not clog and explode. The boy was not following her anymore, apparently, and was nowhere to be found, but she had little left to do anyway. She sent him an e-mail. She wandered the hallways, watching the preparations for the shot. She went and saw the machine, gleaming under the water.


When it fired, the Z-Machine converted 350 terawatts of electricity—enough to light a tower of lightbulbs stacked end to end from the surface of the sun to well beyond the orbit of Neptune—into a vanishingly brief torrent of X-rays, aimed into a tiny golden cylinder suspended in a cradle of wire. The physicists just called it “the target,” but the hollowed cylinder was technically a “hohlraum”—a word Laney had come to adore, and to use inappropriately and as often as possible, so that she asked for “hohlraums of sliced beets” and arrived to pick up “hohlraums of progestin.” The baffled clerks and pharmacists seemed at least glad that she was smiling.


The wires used to hold the hohlraum in place were not wires at all, but draglines of spider silk harvested from the webs of Darwin’s bark spider. Laney had always wanted to ask how they got the silk—she imagined teams of malarial physicists gangling through the jungles of Madagascar, in search only of Caerostris darwini, whose webs could span rivers and chasms, and whose gossamers alone of all the materials in the known universe would not instantly vaporize in the focus chamber of the Z-Machine. She never figured out who exactly to ask. However they got the silk, there was a clean room in the basement where technicians teased it from its spindles with pantograph tweezers and, with only slightly greater precision than the spider itself, spun it into something like a trapeze—a web, and caught in its center the Z-Machine’s little target of gold.


Buried in the hohlraum—no bigger than a thimble—was a tiny sphere of hydrogen. On firing, the hohlraum imploded instantaneously at temperatures elsewhere unfound except in the deepest cores of red supergiants. The hydrogen fused to helium. For a tiny, ephemeral moment, in the heart of that vast device, a star flashed, and then vanished.


When Laney imagined all of the electricity—it was too much to call it her electricity, because she was responsible only for the timing of the pulse—tunneling in one blinding instant into the target, she almost felt a pang of sorrow for the little hohlraum, vaporizing away in a spectrum of radiation.


When she started there, twenty-six and somehow believing she would do some good in the world, the Z-Machine was still, in its way, an implement of destruction. It had been built, at staggering expense, in the wake of the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty. The weapons physicists at Los Alamos National Labs wanted a way to know their nukes were going to work, and they couldn’t just blow them up in Nevada or Bikini anymore. They built the Z-Machine expressly to simulate what happens inside the warhead of an exploding hydrogen bomb.


But today, the weapons people were out of vogue—they sat glowering up on their mesa at Los Alamos sixty miles away, gloomy and frowning under statues of Oppenheimer and Groves. Down in Albuquerque, a younger generation of physicists, unaccustomed to cowering under desks, had repurposed the Z-Machine as a testbed for fusion electrical generation. They would provide an endless source of safe, clean energy. The talk in the cafeteria was of saving the world. Faces were bright with optimism, with that utopian gleam in the eye. When she passed, one of the engineering divers was on a ladder over the entrance to their equipment room, hanging a piece of one-by-six on which someone had painted “This is Swords to Plowshares.”


Even as, out beyond the walls, everything seemed less and less to go as it should—ice caps melted, currencies faltered, nations destroyed themselves—here, they were building a perfect world, almost visible there in the machine, glinting under the waves.


When she had first heard of high-energy physics, she had thought of polished surfaces of unknowable materials in exotic arrangement, of lecture halls where the air trembled with the power of genius. Even she would admit that the machine itself seemed bizarre, unknowable, even beautiful—but out here, in the hallways, the razor edge of human brilliance seemed muted, and all further possibility diminished. The fluorescent lights in ranks on the ceiling flickered and yellowed, the same as anywhere else.


When she sat in on the physicists’ meetings she could follow along well enough; she had liked, in the first stages of their affair, to surprise the boy at opportune moments with talk of the Lawson criterion and Rayleigh-Taylor instability. But how much was there left to know, that others knew, that she did not? She had no delusions of her own genius, but she was a fast learner. She was only an electrical engineer and knew the basics of everything, really. She felt that only the farthest fringes of exotic theoretical physics were beyond her, if she chose to study hard enough.


Working at the Z-Machine, at the frontier of science, only left her baffled at how little anyone knew about anything. What tiny, gasping creatures, these humans, building, building, building, a body of knowledge still, after all the ages, so small. To be so close to the furthest extent of human understanding only seemed to terrify her, as vast unknowns threatened, as doubt resolved into the one, complete constant.


Years earlier, she and Edwin, his illness, however it would finally manifest, only then growing into latency, drove the hundred miles down to the Very Large Array to sit on the car in the dark. He was still an idealist; he looked at the rows of enormous radio dishes out in the starlight, and she could see the wonder still in his wide eyebrows, as he imagined the signal itself, curving out across the void, and caught here, just so, in this gargantuan radio eye that humans had built, in the middle of nowhere. He looked like a boy. That aspect of the world seemed, then, closed to her—wonder and inspiration and the joy of the unknown did not swell in her.


The universe tumbled in all directions over them, glowing diffuse and gorgeous, seeming to dare an interpretation. She had, more and more, only herself to shape her response. There was less and less to lean on. “We’re lonely out here, Edwin,” she said.


“You’re dramatic,” he said. The radio telescopes gray on the plain turned with low drones out in the dark, tracking their stars against the awful turn of the earth.


The boy wanted her to meet him at the top of the mountain.


The tramway had terrified her the first few times she took it. Vaulting up out of the base station, rocks and mesquite and stunted junipers flashing out the side windows, the creaking car rocked over the first tower and it seemed impossible it would stay on the cables, that it must, certainly, slip off, go tumbling out into space, spilling passengers out of the doors that could not possibly stay latched—


How long ago was that, though, now? She was not so nervous, perhaps, or her inner ears were getting weak along with everything else, so that when a gust of wind up the canyon caught the tram by the side and it rocked wildly and the attendant said, “You see why I like this job!” and everyone gasped and shouted, Laney did not even close her eyes, but only imagined herself floating in the air outside or above the car, hovering up the face of the mountain. At the highest point in the crossing, the scree slope below studded with Ponderosas was a thousand feet down—“If the cables broke,” the attendant said gleefully, “we’d have about twelve seconds to the bottom!”—before the final ascent up the vertical cliffs of the ridge. She never looked back west over Albuquerque on the way up, but only faced the mountains. She wanted the city to be revealed, and she withheld the reveal from herself as long as she could.


The boy was waiting on the platform at the top when the tramway slowed into its berth. “Pretty,” he said, but she did not look back, and averted her eyes strangely down the eastern face of the crest and dashed down the stairs. The chairlifts of the ski area were still and overgrown with grasses, the mountain fell, the Galisteo Basin yawned away beyond the gray Ortiz range and the blue, shielded reaches of the Sangre de Cristos, rising peak by peak north into Colorado. Santa Fe curled into the canyons below the alligator shape of the aspen groves just now quivering with green—the last snow on Baldy was going, and even from here, a hundred miles off, the town was brown and gold from adobe, hazed over with juniper smoke. Not so far, but such a different life, or, as she looked out across New Mexico, another age, maybe.
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