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Oliffe: I thought I knew you.

Margaret: Did you truly believe it would be as easy as that?

– Andrew Rockledge, Medusa’s Mirror, Act III, scene 3


∙

Matt Wheelock froze, staring up into the mass of bougainvillea that mounded the top of the wall. After a breathless moment, he laughed. 

A doll hung among the brilliant magenta blooms. She was not a baby but a big toddler doll, with long muffin-colored hair, pale skin, eyes that were meant to open and close, and a ruffly dress. Somewhere during her lifetime, she had lost her shoes and one of her socks, and her eyes were now locked in a permanent knowing wink. The breeze from the lake rattled the canes that held her, causing her to twist gently from one side to the other, suspended by her long hair, so that she seemed to be slowly scanning the landscape, back and forth, north to south.

Matt watched her gyrate. His wife—ex-wife, in another month or so, he reminded himself yet again—owned a doll just like that one. The doll’s name was Maggie, and she sat on a high bookshelf in their—what had been their, but was now simply her, and had perhaps always been her—bedroom. For five years, Maggie had watched as Matt and Michelle loved, slept, had sex, folded laundry, laughed, and nursed each other's ailments. Later, after the sweetness fermented into something more acrid, Maggie spent her days and nights simpering down at the shouting and crying and petty cruelties, her heavy-lidded gaze as smug and complacent as ever.

He flinched, shielding his eyes, as a small dust-devil appeared in the road just ahead, spinning up the hill in his direction. Grateful for the distraction, he looked down as the little tornado surged past, observing that the toes in his sandals were pale and chalky with dust, as though he were beginning to turn to stone, starting there and working upward. When the dust-devil finally collapsed in a shower of dirt, leaves, litter, and flower petals, he straightened and continued on his way, rubbing grit from the corner of his eye, wondering what it would be like to exist, without thought, without memory, an inert, unthinking physical object decorating a sunny corner of someone's patio. As part of a water feature, or home to a tropical plant. The idea was not unpleasant.

Every time he found himself alone and unoccupied, he peeled the bandages off his emotional scrapes and bruises and examined them again, but by now, they were all so familiar that their exposure to the daylight no longer stung. He wondered if there was enough left of his independent identity to be capable of strong emotions of any kind. It was as if he had spent five years packing bits of himself into a box for safe-keeping, making room for Michelle's bigger, more vibrant and vigorous personality, only to have her slam down the lid and drag the box away, taking both his life and hers out of his reach. For weeks, he had been fighting the urge to pursue, to try to retrieve something before it all vanished over the horizon, knowing the whole time that he had waited too long to start and that the race was already over, already lost. Who had he been before, that he could surrender his identity so easily? And who was he now?

He grunted and jerked his head as though shaking off a biting insect. Ahead, the road curved gently to the left, a river of dust channeled by the walls that surrounded the houses. Here and there, tributaries in the form of driveways or alleys entered the main stream, confined by stone, stucco, or concrete block. Beyond the curve, the town descended in a series of terraces to the lake so that Matt could glimpse the water below from where he walked along the top of the hill. As he looked, a small blue boat sliced across the lake in a shallow curve parallel to the shore, leaving a wake like a ragged scratch on heavy gray glass.

Shiny and translucent on the surface, deep and cold and polluted down below. Matt shook his head again and walked on. Just water, for chrissake.

A final bend in the road revealed a district of shops, souvenir stands, street vendors, and tiny restaurants. One drugstore with a green and white illuminated sign and pharmaceutical posters in the windows stood out, strident and metallic, shouting over the sleepy murmuring of the local shops. Even the international bank was more discreet, presenting a sedate facade of wood and pumpkin-colored stucco, its cash machine rendered inconspicuous by a faded green awning.

A pair of tourists occupied one of the tables at Eleuia’s, distinctive in hiking shoes and quick-dry pants. Their air of confident competence identified them as Germans, or maybe Scandinavians. They looked up as Matt stepped off the street and sat down at the second table over from them. Everyone exchanged nods.

Matt had been in Santa Inés for a couple of days now. He assumed that his erstwhile traveling companions had decided upon a new destination and had arrived there without him. He assumed further that even if they had not entirely forgotten about him, they would have, by now, consigned him to recent history and lost interest. With one exception, he did not anticipate ever seeing any of them again—and that, as he kept reminding himself, was fine with him. Just fine, dammit.

“What would you like, sir?”

Eleuia's young son Gael stood at his elbow, shy and eager, trying out his English. His schoolboy grammar was quite good, but his pronunciation was almost impenetrable, so Matt answered him in Spanish.

“The lunch special and a beer, por favor.”

“We have Suprema, Gallo, Corona—”

“Suprema. Gracias.”

The German (Swiss?) couple was arguing, in a discreet, undemonstrative way. The man was punctuating his remarks with spiky gestures, keeping his forearms pinned to the edge of the table so that the flailing and flapping only involved his hands from wrists to fingertips. By contrast, his voice was quiet, smooth, almost monotonous. It was as if his mouth and his hands were carrying on two completely different discussions. The woman expressed herself by gazing into her partner’s face with a pitying half-smile, or by focusing her entire concentration on her food, only speaking at intervals, short, brisk announcements, impervious to contradiction. Matt eyed them discreetly, trying to sense the thread that tied the two people together.

An old man emerged from a side street across from the restaurant, one arm around the neck of a donkey, the two of them strolling along companionably. The man was talking, carrying on a relaxed conversation either with himself or with the donkey. Matt watched them amble down the street until Gael returned with the food.

Although Matt's hotel provided three meals a day, Señora Ochoa's cooking had proven unpredictable, so he had set out to identify an inexpensive nearby eatery to rely upon as needed. Eleuia's was the best of the available choices. The food was simple, cheap, and plentiful, the restroom and kitchen were scrupulously clean, and both Eleuia and her young son Gael were pleasant and efficient.

Voices washed over him as he ate. The German (Czech?) couple spoke softly with a lot of throaty consonants and sonorous vowels. Eleuia talked to her sister, the cook, in the kitchen doorway. Two young women in traditional Mayan dress passing in the street chattered to each other in Spanish. Matt looked up and found one of the women looking at him, her face unreadable. He smiled, and she averted her gaze and kept walking, murmuring something to her companion that made both women laugh.

Stung, he returned his attention to his food.

“You are such an asshole sometimes,” a woman’s voice said clearly in heavily-accented English, giggling. Matt glanced back sharply and saw the German (Danish?) man laughing at his partner. They pushed their empty plates away and leaned back with their beers, relaxed and comfortable.

Matt turned back to his own meal, his face hot. He scraped up the last of his gallo pinto onto a tortilla chip and crunched it down.

Gael materialized at his elbow. “All finish?” he chirped in English. Gael was eleven years old and had been named for a handsome Mexican actor for whom his mother still yearned in her private moments. He hoped one day to become as famous as his namesake, as either an actor on the telenovelas or as a fútbol star.

“Sí, gracias.”

Gael cleared the table and returned to the kitchen, leaving the check tucked under a salt shaker. As if they were running a relay, as soon as Gael entered the kitchen, Eleuia popped out of it. She approached Matt's table.

“Everything is good?” she asked in her own awkward English, smiling.

“Very good. Thank you,” Matt answered in Spanish, returning her smile anxiously, as though he was only just learning how.

“You are welcome, señor.” She smiled again as he followed her to the cash register and paid the check, then waved goodbye as he stepped out into the street.

The German (Swedish?) couple was still at their table, nibbling on chips and sipping beer, but now silent, communing in some telepathic way. They nodded to Matt again as he passed by.

Returning their nods, Matt felt displaced in time, as if he were viewing events occurring in the inaccessible future or the dim past. His world and theirs seemed to intersect only at the most superficial level. Had he tried to touch either of them, he felt certain that his hand would have passed through empty air. He wanted ... What did he want? He no longer knew.

He continued down the hill. The fitful breeze off the lake ruffled his light brown hair, emphasizing the helpless, disheveled look that women found attractive but that men almost always assumed was contrived. He spotted a tiny hole-in-the-wall general store up ahead and, following an impulse, crossed the street to go inside.

The shop was barely large enough to accommodate the hunchbacked little proprietor and his wares. When Matt entered, he immediately felt himself to have grown gigantic and uncoordinated, while the cramped aisles forced him to stand so close to the merchandise that it was impossible to see anything clearly. On the other side of the central shelving, another customer, invisible to Matt, creaked and shuffled, picking up items and putting them back down.

Matt found what he was looking for and turned to check out, only to collide with a slender gray-haired woman of about sixty, dressed in neat hiking clothes.

“Perdón. Oh, I’m sorry, it’s Ms. Robineau! I really can’t see a thing in here,” Matt stammered.

“Hello, Matt. I told you, please call me Sophia.” She smiled and glanced over at the man behind the counter. “Yes, this place is a bit challenging to navigate. Every time I come in here I think of the little shop Alice stumbles into in the mirror world, with the shopkeeper who’s really a sheep, and the items on the shelves that can only be seen out of the corner of the eye.”

Matt nodded and smiled, not altogether sure what she was talking about but grateful for the contact and anxious to provide an acceptable response.

Sophia looked at him for a moment, then nodded at the notebook in Matt's hand. "Planning to do some writing?" She held up an identical notebook, labeled "Sophia Robineau" in large purple letters, with the month and year in smaller print down below.

“Yes, I think I am,” he replied, looking down at the notebook as if he weren’t quite sure where it had come from. “I’ve been toying with the idea of keeping a travel journal.”

“I have diaries,” Sophia said. “It helps me considerably. Gets things out of my head where I can look at them clearly.”

Matt nodded. “I’ve noticed you around the hotel with your notebook in hand. I thought maybe you might be a famous novelist who was going to turn us all into characters later, or maybe a journalist picking up some local color.”

“I’m afraid not.” Sophia laughed. “Merely a self-absorbed tourist who likes to write everything down.”

“Señor? Señora? Can I help you?” The little proprietor had wriggled out of his nest behind the counter and appeared at Sophia’s elbow.

“Oh, no, Señor Dominguez, thank you. I found what I was looking for.” She turned back to Matt for a moment as she put her purchases on the counter. “I’ll see you at dinner. Enjoy your afternoon.”

Matt, having exhausted his supply of small talk, merely nodded again. He watched the older woman stroll out onto the sidewalk and disappear from view; then he went on with his shopping.

Aside from the notebook, he picked up a package of Bic pens and a much-used paperback copy of Agatha Christie’s The Body in the Library.

“¿Es todo?” Señor Dominguez inquired, dropping everything into a bag. He scribbled what appeared to be a completely arbitrary figure on a scrap of paper and held it up for Matt to read.

“Yes, thank you," Matt replied, fumbling through a bundle of assorted bills. "I suppose you get a lot of books from the tourists?"

“Too many. They leave them in the hotels and everybody brings them to the market. I buy a few to sell to my customers. You want to see some more?”

“No, thank you. Maybe after I finish this one." He picked up his bag and his change and headed toward the door but stopped when Dominguez spoke again, this time in English.

“Don’t buy from me. Buy them at the market on the weekend. That way you pay what I pay, without my markup.”

Matt blinked. “Aren’t you cheating yourself out of a profit?”

The gnomish old man shrugged. “I do fine. I don’t need to be rich. Too many aggravations.”

Matt thanked the man and left the shop.

Back out in the street, he hesitated, standing in the sun, inhaling scents of dust, of sewage, of frying meat, of hot sugar, of jasmine past its prime. A dog stared at him from across the way, lean, muscular, missing part of one ear, its body language intent, as though straining to remember where it had seen this particular human before, so much like every other human but still so separate. A man in torn jeans and a Dallas Cowboys sweatshirt slipped past, trailing a sweet, corrupt smell of alcohol, bare feet gripping the pavement with each uncertain step, and Matt moved out onto the road to get out of his way. Startled, the dog turned and trotted away down the hill.

Matt looked around him, seeing everything and nothing, and moved to follow the dog.
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If a man leaves his kine unprotected when he flies from danger, can he be held to account? If to save his own life a man leaves his home province, abandoning his children to beg in the streets, what punishment may the rulers impose?

– from The Apocryphon of Mnason, c. 150 CE (tr. from the Aramaic by A. Stalling)


∙

The slender, dark-haired woman peered at the road ahead, baring her teeth in frustration and fatigue, a smile to chill the blood. The highway had become a parking lot, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with it.

“What’s going on?” Alex asked quietly from the back seat.

“I don't know." she snapped. She glanced over at the passenger next to her. The Teacher was asleep but would have to be awakened if somebody was checking IDs for some reason. "Traffic problem somewhere up ahead," she added in a more controlled tone.

Alex nodded at her reflection in the rearview mirror and subsided back into his seat.

Michelle was tired. She was tired of the confusion and the privation. She was tired of this whole crazy undertaking she had rushed into with so little forethought, so little consideration. What the fuck was I thinking? Enlightenment or insight or whatever it was they were after was all well and good, but it wasn't going to gas up the car, or pay highway tolls, or provide meals. For the moment, she was the person she thought of as Michelle One: practical, efficient, straightforward—hardheaded, her father had called her. Michelle One was the old Michelle, the Michelle her father raised, the Michelle she knew and understood. Michelle Two was the new Michelle, a woman who had appeared out of nowhere, the one who had embraced the Teacher and his program so enthusiastically, so mindlessly. That second Michelle was excited and optimistic and engaged, ready to try something, anything, in a bid to change the world, but she was utterly useless at times like this. Michelle One still didn't quite know what to make of Michelle Two. The relationship was an uncomfortable one.

They were moving again, a few feet at a time: Roll, stop. Roll, stop. Nose to tail like elephants on parade, taillights blinking in a code that only other cars could understand.

A tap on her window startled her so badly that she bit the inside of her cheek. She looked up and saw that it was Louis, from the other car, and she rolled the window down halfway.

“Any idea what’s this is all about?” he asked, leaning down to talk to her, glancing across at the sleeping figure in the passenger seat.

“No, I don’t know any more than you do.”

“Probably just the usual loony border stuff. We’re just about to cross into Guatemala.”

“Probably. It may turn out to be nothing more than goats crossing the road, or a load of scrap metal fallen out of a pickup truck.”

Louis nodded, his straight brown hair flopping down into his eyes. He combed it back with his hand and looked at the highway ahead. “We’d make better time on foot but at least we can always sleep in the cars.” He smiled and patted the roof of the car, looking at her but including Alex in his smile. “You guys hanging in there okay?”

“We’re fine. Thanks, Louis. We’ll flag you if something comes up.” Michelle liked Louis. He was both cheerful and useful. Alex had provided the funds to outfit their little expedition, but he had a short attention span and tended to drift. Marlie, Sal, and Oscar were all good people (she kept reminding herself), but they were strictly followers. They did what they were told, but only what they were told. It was a wonder to her that any of them had ever become involved with the Teacher in the first place. None of her companions seemed to have the capacity to understand what the Teacher was trying to do, the stakes involved, the depth of his ideas.

Michelle breathed deeply, performing the mental centering exercises the Teacher had taught them all to use. Instead of the Lunesta or Ambien or whatever it is that he uses, she thought, Michelle One putting in her two cents' worth.

We’re doing something meaningful. All this has a purpose. I know it does.

When there was another tap on the glass, her response was measured and calm.

“What’s up, Louis?” 

“Oscar found a traffic news channel on the radio,” he told her, grinning, happy to be the bearer of good news. “There was an accident up there somewhere. It’s been cleared, and the road reopened. We should be moving any time now.” He laughed. “I didn’t even know there was still such a thing as traffic news on the radio.”

Michelle expelled a breath. “Thanks. Thank Oscar for me, too.”

In the rearview mirror, Michelle watched Louis return to the other car.

The older man in the passenger seat groaned and stretched. “Are we stopped?”

“Yes. There was an accident, but it’s been cleared and we should be moving soon.” 

“Very good. How are we doing on gas?”

“Half a tank. Enough to get us to the campground. Thank heaven Alex bought hybrids: there aren’t a dozen charging stations between here and Mexico City. At least there’s gas available.” If we still have enough money. 

Money. A chunk of their money had vanished when her soon-to-be ex-husband did. Matt and Louis and Alex had been the only ones who'd had the foresight to load up on ready cash before the group made its dash for the border, and when Matt left, he took his share with him. His defection had hit Michelle hard—not least because it pointed up the fact that she herself had planned so badly.

From the original eleven students, the group was down to seven. Karin and Billy had opened the exit door, and then Aimee and Zero had followed them through it. Although not quite so dramatically, thank God, Michelle thought. Matt had stayed with them until they discovered that the Teacher had some sort of criminal history in Panama and a Panamanian passport that was in a different name from his US passport and possibly stolen; he could not cross the border. After a confused and angry night parked on a dirt side road an hour from the crossing, the group had decided to turn back, all their schemes in disarray, heading back the way they had come until the Teacher could suggest another destination.

Matt. For a while, Matt had seemed as dedicated to the Teacher and his work as any of them. Even after what had happened to Karin and Billy in Houston, he had stayed with the group, had seemed to be one of them. When they all fled across the border to Mexico, he carried his weight, even drove one of the cars without a break for those endless hours from Matamoros to Puebla. He stayed, quiet and supportive in a way he had never been at home, until the group had to turn back and everybody's patience grew ragged and thin. Even then, he held on for another three days before—

Michelle clicked her back teeth, a nervous habit, the irregular rhythm serving to calm and focus her attention.

Before he left. She shied away from the recollection of that last bitter scene. She wanted her anger and resentment toward Matt to remain clear and clean. Remembering the things she had said and how she had behaved would just muddy the water. As Judge Lomax had taught her, you can't plead both sides of a case at once.

Sitting here with nothing else to occupy her mind was an invitation to unwelcome introspection. It was with vast relief that she saw the brake lights on the cars ahead of her begin to flicker more urgently as the column of vehicles slowly spread itself out.

“I think we’re moving again,” she told the Teacher.

He nodded, gazing out at the pickup truck directly ahead of them. A teenage boy riding in the back of the truck stared back, smiling gently. Michelle couldn't decide whether the boy could see them through the windshield or was smiling simply because he liked to smile. Michelle smiled back, just in case, while the Teacher slid down in the seat and spread a handkerchief over his face.

This whole insane journey had been motivated by the Teacher’s paranoia. Michelle knew there would have been questions had they stayed in Houston, possibly uncomfortable questions, but they had done nothing wrong. Billy and Karin’s extravagant act had been a response to their own personal problems, nothing connected to the Teacher. Regardless, he was convinced of the existence of some cabal, some secret movement hidden in the people and institutions of everyday life that would be taking advantage of this opening to attack him and his followers. He had hoped to take refuge with friends in Panama—he never explained who these friends were, or why he thought they could protect him, or even what exactly it was that he needed to be protected from—while the group could decide, once he was safe, whether to stay with him and form the nucleus of a new group, or return to Texas. He had insisted that they abandon cell phones so they couldn't be traced. He forbade them to access bank accounts or use credit cards once they had crossed into Mexico for fear the transaction records could lead his enemies to them. Considered dispassionately, his arguments were ridiculous, megalomaniac, bizarre. Coming from his own mouth, backed with the power of his dark, husky voice and his clear-eyed gaze, they were totally convincing.

Do I know that he’s wrong? Michelle thought. This was the conflict that gnawed at her in the wee hours of the morning, that made her second-guess every decision, every move. Michelle One, the criminal lawyer, the voice that used to be in charge, dismissed the Teacher's worries as narcissistic wish-fulfillment. He behaved as though he were the focus of some titanic conspiracy because he was a truly insignificant person who wanted to believe that he was important. Michelle Two, the acolyte rapt in the beauty and mystery of the intellectual and spiritual quest that the Teacher was engaged in, understood that it didn't matter whether the threat was real or not. If he believed the threat was real, then it was real enough. And two people have died, one self reminded the other.

This, however, was not the time for second-guessing. As the solid mass of cars dissolved into its component vehicles, all going about their individual enterprises, Michelle glanced up at the rearview mirror to see Louis and Oscar in the front seat of the car behind them, engaged in some complicated discussion, Louis laughing and waving his hand as he spoke, and Oscar grave, nodding, his expression a mixture of determination and anxiety.

· · · 

Michelle had been passed over for a plum assignment early in the previous year, a series of high-profile racketeering cases that, pursued to a successful conclusion, would have almost certainly led to a promotion, not to mention weeks of press conferences and news coverage. Her father, convinced she couldn't fail, had taken her out to lunch to celebrate. Prematurely, as it happened.

A male colleague with two years less experience had been given that slot on the prosecution team instead. 

“You’ve got the chops, Michelle,” her boss had told her as he broke the news, “but there’s a lot of public sympathy for Morgan and his wife, so the prosecution needs to be able to present a case without looking like we’re out for blood. You’re sharp as a razor in the courtroom, the best we have when the defendant is an obvious asshole. With personalities like these, though, Mickey Finley has the warm fuzzy touch that we need. Your opportunity will come, but I just don’t think this one is a good fit for you.” Michelle had come within a hair’s breadth of bursting into tears of frustration and only barely escaped the interview with her dignity intact.

When Matt announced without warning a week later that he was moving into a duplex in the Third Ward to take a year off from their relationship, Michelle had had all she could stand.

“Take a year off? What do you think this is? We don’t do sabbaticals! This is a fucking marriage, Matt!”

Matt looked back at her, his face still, his eyes focused inward, not at her. “Maybe it was, Michelle, but I’m not so sure right now,” he replied quietly. “Being around you sometimes ... It’s like living with a leaky nuclear reactor.” 

They were standing in the kitchen of their—her—house. Michelle was at the sink rinsing out a coffee cup, while Matt stood tense and remote on the other side of the island that served them as a dining table. Michelle slammed the cup down against the sink, shattering it.

“And me? I'm sharing my space with a robot! The Tin Man, the man without a heart! You're phoning your life in from somewhere in the ozone. When I need emotional support, what I get instead is a blank stare." She sighed, her anger evaporating as she looked down at the wreckage in the sink. "At least one of us has to be a human being."

Matt just stood looking at her—another blank stare?—saying nothing more for a long minute, then turned to leave the room.

“Oh, there you go! Matt’s solution to everything. Walk away. Go hide somewhere.”

Matt stopped and turned back, hesitated, started to speak, then thought better of it and walked out of the room without another word.

The anger and the petty sniping had burned themselves out by the end of the evening. Still, unforgivable things had been said, Matt delivering his pronouncements levelly, quietly, bitter little needles coated with acid, Michelle red-faced, screaming at her husband in the shrill, clumsy voice that always emerged when she was angry, the voice she hated so much but that was so much a part of her. The voice that she knew she wouldn't have to use if Matt were only a little more supportive, a little more engaged, a little more there.

Matt left two days later, seamlessly excising himself from her life. Michelle took time off from work to try to get a handle on things, but the therapist had seemed more anxious to talk about Michelle’s job, her father, her outside interests (or lack of them)—anything but the churning mass that filled her chest so completely that there were moments she could hardly breathe around it.

A bitter comment about the situation had gained the attention of her gym partner Aimee one morning, and she suggested that Michelle come with her the following Friday night to hear her current guru. 

“He’s this rugged, silver-haired guy, about your dad’s age. Absolutely riveting. He talks and you just see the world opening up around you.”

Michelle shrugged off the idea, all too aware of Aimee's addiction to snake oil, appeasing her with a vague assurance that she'd think about it. A day later, a vicious argument with a co-worker over nothing showed her how far down the rabbit hole she had tumbled.

When Aimee called her on Friday afternoon, she agreed to go hear the Teacher.
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Old Harry: When did you see him last, child?

Ellen: Oh, it was very early in the morning. Why do you look for him?

Old Harry: Because I suspect he is looking for me.

– Andrew Rockledge, Medusa’s Mirror, Act II, scene 3


∙

The eight-room pensión in which Matt Wheelock and Sophia Robineau were staying was located on a curve of the road that, had the building not been entirely surrounded by a high wall, would have allowed for a pleasant view over the downslope rooftops to the glimmer of the lake just visible in the background. This pleasant prospect to the southwest was balanced by that to the north and east, which was of a cemetery, a chaotic miniature city of densely-clustered above-ground tombs stuccoed pink, canary yellow, turquoise, or powder blue, rising in terraces to the summit of the hill. Although the wall obscured the lake, the higher reaches of the graveyard were quite visible from the hotel grounds. Bats and swallows roosted under the eaves and inside the older tombs, long since broken open by earthquakes or vandalism, while cats roamed the alleys between, stalking the rats and the half-tame squirrel monkeys that thrived on kitchen waste from the neighboring homes. The flocks of black and gray swallows gave Señora Ochoa's hotel its name: Las Golondrinas.

The wall surrounding the hotel was of stuccoed brick painted a muddy brown. Along the top of the wall ran a frieze of cement blocks molded on the face of each block with a bas-relief of a bird on the wing. These had been painted sky-blue, with the birds laboriously picked out in greenish-black. In the middle of the wall was a tall wooden gate with wrought-iron hinges and latch. The street number was depicted in blue and white tiles set into the stucco just to the right of the entrance.

Matt unlatched the gate and entered the narrow front lawn. The grounds were kept neat by an impossibly ancient Tz'utujil man who showed up every day at dawn in brightly patterned trousers, a tunic tied with a sash, and a sort of calf-length overskirt, a costume that Sophia Robineau had identified as traditional going-to-town attire for Tz'utujil men of a certain generation. Each day, he consumed a cup of coffee and a sweet roll standing just outside the kitchen door, talking in a low voice with Marialena, the maid, after which he clipped grass and pruned shrubs for a couple of hours, doing the work with a machete that looked to be as old as he was but was equally serviceable. On his first morning at Las Golondrinas, Matt had awakened to the rapid chop-chop-chop sound of the old man squatting down by the pool, clipping the grass with his machete. No one but the maid Marialena seemed to know his name, and he spoke little or no Spanish. According to Marialena, who spoke some Tz'utujil, he had lost his wife and two sons during the civil wars, having been tortured himself by the paramilitaries, and was estranged from a daughter who bred parrots in Santa Catarina. He worked all around the neighborhood for meals and spare change.

Inside the wall, the hotel itself was a two-storied structure of still more stuccoed brick, painted a yellowish tan this time, with a stone-built porch across the front and along one side. The grounds were surprisingly extensive for that neighborhood, almost an acre and a half, the space divided between areas of grassy lawn and little jungles of bougainvillea, empress vine, arbutus, soapberry, and scrubby sabal palms. Along the perimeter, poinciana trees, frothing with brilliant scarlet blooms, overhung the wall and provided areas of dappled shade littered with flower petals and the webby debris produced by the green and white caterpillars that infested the trees. 

“Hello, Marialena," Matt called out to the maid, a tiny woman of indeterminate age who was shaking a dust mop over the railing of the wide front porch and into a bank of rampant four-o'clocks. "It's too hot for you to be working so hard." His cheery repartee sounded stilted and contrived even to him, but for some reason, he found her easier to talk to than his fellow guests, and he always tried to be pleasant.

“Hello, Mister Matt. I just finish with your room. You go up if you want.”

“Gracias.”

He passed into the dark coolness of the house and climbed the narrow stairs to his room.

Matt's window faced out over the tiny pool and the vast necropolis beyond the wall. He tossed the bag from Dominguez's store onto the bed and peered out. The only other guests on his floor were Victor and Marisa Fraga, a honeymoon couple from Mexico City making a grand three-week circuit of Central America, one cheap pensión at a time. Right now, he could see Victor floating belly-up in the pool, his baggy pink swim shorts billowing lazily around his chunky hips, while pretty blond Marisa reposed under the canvas awning that screened part of the patio, wearing running shorts and a man's long-sleeved shirt, a bandanna draped across her face.

There was only one bathroom on each of the two floors, with four rooms on each floor, so sometimes Matt found it wise to make use of the facilities whenever they happened to be available. Marisa and Victor were only two people, but they were two people who spent a lot of time in the bathroom, both together and separately. He hurried down the hall to take a shower.

Ten minutes later, refreshed and still a little damp, Matt slipped on a pair of cargo pants and stretched out on the bed with his new notebook.

Matt Wheelock had never kept a diary before. He wondered how one began the process. Did you do everything in first person, a kind of internal monologue committed to paper, or did you distance yourself from yourself, telling your story objectively, a bald recital of events? Do you describe everything, leaving no muddy rock unturned, no secret shame unexposed? His chest tightened at that thought. Why am I so afraid to reveal my secrets? I don’t even have any secrets. Then again, if that’s true, he thought, amused in spite of himself, that might be the worst secret of all. 

He recalled a comment Judge Lomax had once made to Michelle in his hearing: "Way down deep, he's really shallow."

Matt lay staring up at the ceiling fan, twiddling the pencil around and around between his fingers, the notebook lying unopened on his chest.

What did Sophia Robineau's diary look like? Did she have secrets? Did she ever think about, did she ever do, terrible things? Her decorum was so all-encompassing, her poise so seamless, that a significant lapse seemed impossible. Sophia was like a character from his Agatha Christie novel: discreet, polite, graceful. She would be civilized even while committing murder. He wondered what she had been like when she was young. Even in her sixties, she was an elegant and attractive woman. He pictured her elfin and elusive in her prime, a heartbreaker, but subtly. Sophia, Matt was certain, would have been the sort of woman whose lovers always ended up becoming friends, seamlessly, painlessly, as soon as the spark began to fade, but then lived out the rest of their lives in a limbo of perplexity between friend and more-than-friend, dangling on the strings of her studied flirtation.

Ah, romance, he thought, his mind drifting.

· · · 

When Matt Wheelock married Michelle Lomax, their friends and acquaintances quickly divided into two camps.

The first group thought "M&M" made a lovely couple, and the fact that Michelle was slightly taller than Matt (not true, but those heels were deceptive), a lot more ambitious, and that she made more money, was good for gossip but was otherwise irrelevant. The additional fact that Matt, good-looking in a hapless kind of way, was introverted and a bit self-absorbed, while Michelle was aggressively outgoing and assertive, lean and beautiful, Artemis with a South Texas accent, was filed away as something to be considered more seriously but still not necessarily an impediment. "Opposites attract," they said, nodding wisely over their Merlot.

The second group—and, truth be told, the larger—was of the opinion that Michelle Lomax—not from malice but merely as a result of being the child of her father, a man of overwhelming personal force—was a man-eater, and that Matt's undernourished personality would not survive the first year of marriage. This faction further believed that Matt, as far as relationships went, was incapable of meaningful commitment, and was an accident waiting to happen. In their view, Michelle, while undeniably lovely, had all the finer feelings of a chainsaw, while Matt seemed to have few if any, finer feelings at all. They predicted bloodshed and stocked up on good-quality bourbon in preparation for the first skirmishes.

Both sides had proven to be correct, and Matt was still struggling to understand how everything could have gone so terribly wrong.

· · · 

Matt flung the notebook aside and lay there for a while with his hands linked across his belly, watching the ceiling fan perform its function. He wondered what his soon-to-be ex-wife was doing, what she was looking at right at this moment. There was a ceiling fan in their—her—bedroom, too, and they sometimes used to lie side by side after sex, holding hands and watching the fan go around, just as he was doing now, except this time it was sans sex, sans Michelle, and his hands were only holding each other. He assumed that Michelle and her group were far away by now, still looking for a haven for the Teacher. Although Michelle had already been a member of the group for some months, Matt had joined only when he and his wife separated. He still wasn't sure why, although in his more honest moments he admitted to himself the fear that, once out from under his watchful eye, Michelle would begin to uncover the extent of his betrayal of her trust. He didn't believe that sharing the experience of the Teacher's group could heal the rift, and he definitely didn't buy into the Teacher's particular line of cosmic double-talk. In the early days of the breakup, what he had wanted more than anything else was to rewind the clock to some point before the rift opened up in the first place, perhaps being a little more careful the second time around as to where they put their feet. Driven by this anemic hope, he had stayed with the flock for the early stages of their trek across Mesoamerica but had finally jumped ship when the group had turned back from the original objective and begun to retrace their steps. He had challenged the purpose of the whole undertaking, and Michelle had handed him his head. 

Michelle insisted that a man should always be prepared to stand by his principles, but at the same time, she treated any disagreement or contradiction of her principles as an act of profound disrespect. If the two requirements conflicted, Michelle responded with rage. Matt responded by refusing to respond, simply retreating into stubborn impassivity. The argument at the Panamanian border had been vicious and very public, and in the face of Michelle's fury, Matt had told everyone exactly what he thought of the whole undertaking. Had he been too critical? Too heavy-handed with a group of people struggling to cope with a setback to their plans? Michelle had undoubtedly thought so. In retrospect, so did Matt, but that ship had sailed, and nothing could be done about it now.

“Why do I do this? The endless postmortem?" he wondered aloud. Shortly after he had moved out of Michelle's house, a friend had asked him if he was doing all right in the emotional mayhem of the separation, and Matt had just stood there, his mind a blank, unable to think of an answer. Not only could he not articulate what was happening, he couldn't even identify his own feelings in the matter. The more he tried to prove Michelle wrong in her accusations, the more he found them to be true.

He rolled off the bed and put on a shirt, then trotted downstairs to the kitchen to ask Señora Ochoa for some iced tea.
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​Chapter Four

[image: ]



I walked in the desert and there was none to offer me comfort. I walked by the shore and even the seabirds cursed me for my sin. I walked at the roadside, and all men looked at me, but saw me not. I had nothing, and the powerful ones took even that from me.

– from The Revelation of Job, c. 300 CE (tr. from the Greek by Merritt Albers)


∙

The campground was more pleasant than most of the places the group had slept in during their journey so far. The showers and toilets worked and were reasonably clean. Trash was cleared off the grounds regularly, so the place wasn't quite the dump some others had been. They were far enough from the main highway that the only noise was what the guests brought with them. Louis paid a fee out of their dwindling stash of ready money, allowing them to park the cars and use the facilities. They had no tent, but those who wanted to could sleep in the vehicles, while the others could sack out on the picnic table or on the ground in the big sleeping bags Louis had brought along when they left Texas.

Sal built a fire in a rusty iron barbecue grill next to their space. He used twigs and dry palm leaves as kindling, then he and Oscar took a hatchet to a sizable dead tree branch lying in the bushes to the side of the campsite and used the dry wood to feed the fire. When a snake, brilliantly green and no bigger around than a pencil, slipped through the dry twigs and into the brush, Sal let out a yell and sprang back. Oscar looked at him for a moment, grinned, and then went back to cutting up the wood. Embarrassed, Sal sheepishly collected the pieces and stacked them next to the grill, feeding the damp wood into the fire one piece at a time, arranging other pieces around the perimeter of the flames to dry.

When the wood had burned down to coals and ash, Sal put hot dogs on to grill. Louis was a vegetarian, and Alex was something of a gourmet, so the menu revolted them both, but everyone was being asked to make compromises on this journey. The decision to sleep rough had been dictated by the desire on Michelle's part to avoid spending a dime more than necessary, and the campground was cheap.

Louis and Michelle sat at the picnic table and watched Sal and Marlie and Oscar cobble together the meal. Alex was sitting in one of the cars sorting through their small pile of cash, while the Teacher sat in the other car with the doors open, his head back on the headrest, his pale blue eyes staring off into the middle distance.

“How he can stand to stay in that car is beyond me,” Louis said quietly. “After all day on the road I’d rather eat hanging by my knees from a tree branch.”

Michelle nodded. “I know what you mean. I haven’t been on a road trip like this since I was a little girl.”

“Has he suggested a destination yet? Now that Panama is out of the question?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. He’s still ... I don’t know. Looking for some insight that will tell him what the next step will be. Meanwhile, we’re just heading back the way we came.”

“I’d be fine with Mexico. Maybe we could connect with friends. Most of us know people in Mexico.” Louis picked up a twig and tapped himself on the forehead with it. “Of course, they might not recognize me, now. I wasn’t crazy before.” 

Michelle sighed and looked away. “He was so convinced that Panama was the answer,” she said, standing up to brush off the seat of her pants, her tone both angry and wistful.

Louis chuckled, squinting up at her. “C’mon, Michelle. Try to see the whole thing from the outside. We’re chasing after some transcendent dream and yet here we are, eating pigs’ salivary glands and white bread and sleeping on the ground, running from the Illuminati or the KGB or the Deep State or whatever it is that’s supposed to be chasing us.”

“You’re starting to sound like Alex.”

“Heaven forfend,” Louis protested, laughing. “Is he getting on your nerves?”

“Yes. I hate that I’m being so impatient with him, but his condescending attitude is
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