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THE LETTER

The mask went on the same way it always did: right hand on the chin, left hand gripping the ridge above the eye slits, a half-turn clockwise until the magnetic clasps at the back engaged with a sound like a knuckle cracking. Matt had done this eleven hundred times. He knew because he had counted, not as a matter of pride but as a matter of something he hadn't yet named — maybe the particular attention a person pays to a thing they know they are running out of.

He stared at himself in the greenroom mirror. Tex Ranger, Space Cowboy stared back.

Nine years ago, Matt Reid had needed a job. The ad in the Austin American-Statesman had read: Seeking energetic professional for children's television hosting position. No experience necessary. Masking required. He had answered it as a joke, or at least that was what he told people. He'd been twenty-five, fresh out of a law degree he hadn't used yet, and the only other job he'd applied for had called to tell him, with what he detected was entirely unnecessary enthusiasm, that they'd gone another direction.

He had planned to leave after six months. Then a year. Then three. The Bar Exam had been the exit plan — pass it, hang a shingle, take off the mask, and tell the story at dinner parties for the rest of his life. Oh yes, I was a children's TV cowboy. Briefly. Paid the bills. But he had failed the bar the first time, and the second, and the third, and each time the mask had stayed on.

He was thirty-four now. The boots had been resoled twice.

He heard Jeff before he saw him: the unhurried clip of sneakers on greenroom linoleum, a man moving at exactly the speed he needed to and not one step faster.

"Twelve minutes," Jeff said, dropping into the makeup chair beside him.

"I know."

"Heidi says mail was late today."

Matt said nothing.

Jeff Carlyle was the director of the Tex Ranger show, and had been for six of the nine years Matt had worn the mask. He was thirty-nine, lean in the way that people who eat at their desks get lean, and he had a talent for friendship that expressed itself almost entirely through the precise withholding of comfort. He would do anything for Matt. He would not tell Matt anything Matt wanted to hear.

"That's not what I'd call a productive line of conversation," Jeff observed.

From the makeup table to their left, Luis St. Luis was applying green eyeshadow with the focus usually reserved for brain surgery. He was forty-one, large in the cheerful manner of men who have made peace with it, and he played Milty Way, Space Cowboy's jovially blustering co-star, with a commitment to the role that sometimes blurred into his actual personality in ways that concerned his sister.

"You know," Luis said, without looking up, "in the entirety of my acting career, I have never played a character whose name was a food."

"Milty Way has been a good character for you," said Louise from the other chair.

Louise St. Luis was Luis's twin sister, thinner, more precise, and possessed of a quality that had made her perfect casting for Veracity. Veracity wore a suit whose color-coded panels shifted from green to red based on whether something true or false had just been said. The suit required a small battery pack and the cooperation of someone in the control booth. It worked more often than not, which was more often than the world generally did.

"I am in the process of expanding," Luis said. He set down the eyeshadow. "When you sue people for calling you 'husky,' you build a certain legal instinct."

"You've never sued anybody."

"I have wanted to sue people. The instinct is there."

"When Matt becomes an attorney," Jeff said pleasantly, "you can be his first client."

Matt closed his eyes.

"If," he said.

"Right," said Jeff. "If."

The door opened with its particular squeak — the hinge had needed oiling for two years and would need it for two more — and Heidi Hough came through it at her usual velocity, which was somewhere between jogging and controlled falling. She was twenty-two, wore her hair in a knot secured by what appeared to be a pen and possibly a rubber band, and carried a clipboard in the manner of someone who considered it a tool of persuasion.

"Mail came," she said, and held out an envelope.

It was a terrible-looking envelope. It was, in fact, the most abused piece of correspondence Matt had ever seen. It had the consistency of a used napkin and the color of something that had been in a pocket, then on a floor, then possibly in contact with one or more of the substances that accumulate near studio floors when children spend time on them. The return address, barely legible, read: State Bar of Texas.

Matt did not reach for it.

"I've been thinking," he said carefully, "that I don't need to know."

"You've been thinking about not needing to know," Jeff said, "for about four days now."

"I'm at peace with not knowing."

"That's the mature position." He looked at Heidi. "Give it here. I'll throw it out."

"You're not throwing it out," Heidi said.

"I'm not throwing it out," Matt said at the same time.

Heidi put the envelope on the edge of the makeup table. Matt looked at it. It had been — there was no other word — chewed.

"What happened to it?"

"I don't know. It came that way." She paused. "There was a toddler in the lobby this morning—"

"A toddler ate my mail."

"Part of it," Heidi said, with clinical precision. "The edges. And some of the middle. He seemed to enjoy it."

Luis looked over. "Is this the Bar Exam results?"

"It might be."

"If you failed, you can take it again in the spring. Many great men have failed—"

"Luis."

"Verdi failed his entrance exam to the Milan Conservatory. Thomas Edison—"

"Edison didn't take the Bar Exam."

"My point is broader than that."

The door opened again. Jackson Smert, station manager, came in the way he always came in: without knocking, without apparent awareness that not knocking was a choice, occupying the room the way a weather system does. He was fifty-three, wore ties that were always half a size too wide for current fashion, and managed Channel 62 the way a sea captain might manage a mildly leaking vessel — loudly, without apology, and with a private satisfaction in still being afloat.

"Ten minutes," he said. "Clean show today. No mistakes. Kensington's granddaughter is in the audience."

"We know," Jeff said, rising.

Smert handed Matt a slip of paper. "H.E.B. appearance tomorrow. Two o'clock. Five for the head shots, ten if you sign."

"The St. Luises—"

"Just you." He looked at Heidi. "She'll work the money." He looked at Jeff. "You said ten minutes."

"I said ten, yes."

"I said ten first."

"You said ten, I confirmed ten—"

Smert exited. Jeff exited. Louise exited toward the studio. Luis swept up the eyeshadow, dropped it into a bag that was twice as large as necessary, and paused at the door.

"You should open it," he said quietly. "Either way, you should know."

He left. Heidi was still standing there, clipboard at her side.

"I agree with Milty Way," she said.

"You can go."

"The TX theme is in about forty-five seconds—"

"I know. Go."

She went. The door swung shut.

Matt Reid sat alone in the greenroom with the mask on his face and the letter on the table. The Tex Ranger theme was playing from the control room — a jaunty, buoyant piece of music, written in 1987 by a man who had also scored three commercials for regional truck dealerships and who had died in 1994 believing that none of his work would outlive him. He had been wrong. The theme had outlived three format changes, two ratings dips, and one lawsuit involving a piece of space cowboy merchandise that had been marketed as "non-toxic" with insufficient supporting evidence.

He had taken the Bar Exam for the first time when he was twenty-seven. Failed by three points. The second time he was twenty-nine; he'd been sick, which he mentioned to nobody because he believed, with the particular pride of people who repeatedly mention things they claim not to be mentioning, that this should not be an excuse. The third time was thirty-one. He'd passed everything except Evidence. Evidence had defeated him with a thoroughness that felt personal.

He picked up the envelope. He held it for three seconds. He put it in the utility belt behind the wireless body mic transmitter, where it stuck out like a small, defeated flag.

The Tex Ranger theme swelled toward its conclusion. He stood up and walked to the studio.

* * *
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The first segment went the way it always went, which is to say that approximately four things that were not planned occurred in the first eight minutes.

The mic went dead. His fault — he'd dislodged the transmitter reaching for the letter behind his back during the opening, which was not a thing he could explain to anyone without also explaining the letter, so he stood there with no audio while Luis sang the first verse of the Rangerneer Song. Then Heidi crawled across the studio floor to fix it, which she did by reaching around behind him with the focused determination of a person defusing something. In the process she bumped the letter loose and it fell — he felt it go, looked down, saw it fall — and landed face-down on the studio floor.

A toddler in the front row was on it immediately.

The toddler was approximately eighteen months old, had apparently escaped his mother's supervision for the express purpose of locating anything small enough to put in his mouth, and had just discovered that the letter was, in his assessment, food. His mother retrieved it within seconds — Carlton, put that down, that's nasty — and deposited it on a set piece near the birthday harness track, where it would remain until after the show.

By then Matt had the mic back and was already pushing through into the Tex Ranger Adventure. Today's adventure involved Warden Gordon calling from Catchatori Prison to report that Sidewinder had escaped to the Caverns of the Shadow of Death. Matt called his response to the monitor in the deep, steady voice he'd developed for such announcements, while RETRO the puppet — operated by Luis from inside a sombrero that Luis wore tipped back on his head, a construction that had required three production meetings to engineer and that Matt had never fully accepted as real — reported that the Flying Pizzarator might not be entirely repaired.

"If it's not fixed," said RETRO, in Luis's high puppet-voice, "we could be goners."

"With extra topping," said Milty Way.

The children laughed. Six to eight years old, mostly, a studio full of them in Rangerneer shirts and homemade Tex Ranger masks and, in one notable case, a cape made from what appeared to be a kitchen towel. They leaned forward. They believed in this. They believed in Tex Ranger the way you believe in something when you are seven: totally, without evidence, as a matter of complete and uncomplicated fact.

Matt had understood this about the job on approximately his second day, and it had been the thing that kept him from leaving in the years when he should have left. Not the paycheck, not the routine, not the particular comfort of a job you can do without thinking. It was this: the complete faith of seven-year-olds. It made him, on his best days, want to be worth it.

"We have to take that chance," Tex Ranger said. "On my signal. In three, two, one—"

The trap door opened.

He had not been told about a trap door.

He went through it — there was a moment of pure bafflement, a half-second of zero gravity — and then the floor of the space below came up to meet him, and he landed hard enough to sit down involuntarily and soft enough that nothing broke. It was maybe three feet down. There were pipes. There was a smell of sawdust and something electrical.

From above him he heard the audience: first the collective intake of breath, then one second of silence, then laughter. Adult laughter — surprised, relieved, the sound of people who had not known something was going to be funny until it was. Then, underneath it, the children's laughter, which was different: it was delighted. They were delighted. Tex Ranger had fallen through the floor and they were delighted.

He sat in the dark under the studio for a moment. Somewhere above him, he could hear Luis improvising. Then he heard Jeff's voice on the PA announcing a commercial break.

Matt stood up, brushed sawdust from the Tex Ranger suit, and climbed the stairs back up to the studio. Jeff was standing at the top with his arms crossed, looking at him with an expression that conveyed, simultaneously, concern, mild exasperation, and the specific look of a director who has already moved on.

"Trap door," Matt said.

"Yeah," Jeff said. "Smert had it installed on Friday. I meant to tell you."

"You meant to—"

"Three seconds," Jeff said, and pointed him toward his mark.

Matt looked out at the studio. The children were still laughing, some of them, the way children do when something continues to be funny after it's over. The Tex Ranger theme sting played through the speakers. Somewhere in the audience, a little boy he didn't know yet was being buckled into a birthday harness and looking at the studio with wide eyes, not laughing, just taking it all in with the absolute focus of someone encountering, for the first time, the place where a thing he has loved only from a distance turns out to be real.

Matt didn't see him. He adjusted his utility belt, checked the mask, and walked to his mark.

"That happens sometimes," Tex Ranger said. "Let's go to Planet Birthday."

The children screamed with approval.
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CHAPTER 2
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THE RANGERNEER

The technoids had Danny pinned down behind the bed.

There were six of them — four had taken cover behind the dresser and two more were trying to flank him through the closet door — and he had been holding the position for approximately twelve minutes using only the Tex Ranger Remoter, which in the real world was a TV remote control that his mom had stopped using when the batteries died and which Danny had repurposed by wrapping it in medical tape and fastening it to his forearm with the strap from a broken watch. In the world that existed between his bedroom walls and the operational boundaries of his imagination, it was a precision instrument capable of pausing, rewinding, and deleting matter, and he was very good with it.

"This is Danny," he said quietly, talking into the Remoter with the focused understatement of a man who has everything under control. "TX, they've got me pinned down in the sleep chamber. Naw, that's okay — there's only six of 'em. I can handle them."

In the doorway, unseen, his mother watched.

Jennifer Fairchild was thirty-two and looked it, which is to say she looked exactly her age, which she had decided some time ago to consider a neutral fact rather than a judgment. She was brown-haired, somewhat tall, and possessed of the particular kind of beauty that results from being a person who is fully present in the world: not an arranged beauty, not a considered one, but the kind that comes from paying attention. She had been paying a lot of attention for a long time. It was tiring. It was also, she had come to believe, the only way to do it.

She watched her son crouch behind his bed with the remote control strapped to his arm, conducting a private military operation against enemies that existed only in the twenty square feet of floor space between his furniture. He was eight years old. He was gap-toothed, dark-haired, and so completely absorbed in what he was doing that he had not heard her come down the hall, which meant his hearing was fine, he was simply somewhere else.

She observed this in him with a mixture of feelings she couldn't always separate: love for the completeness of his imagination, worry for the completeness of his imagination, and a sadness that she kept at the back of things, that had to do with the chair beside him.

He'd put two carrot sticks on the chair. She could see them from the doorway. A chair with two carrot sticks on the seat, placed with deliberate care, beside a boy conducting a battle with enemies only he could see.

"Okay," Danny said. "You two are the only ones left. Your buddies ran off without you." A pause, as if listening. "What? Naw, I'm not going to shoot you. But you're going to have to repeat the Tex Ranger Pledge."

Jennifer stepped into the room. "Who are you talking to?"

Danny startled slightly, not badly. He turned around. "Nobody."

She looked at the carrot sticks on the chair.

"Danny."

"They're not imaginary," he said, which was what he always said. "They're Sidewinder's technoids. They've come to earth to—"

"Have you finished your project for the SpaceFair?"

He paused. His eyes went to the closet, specifically to the shelf at the back where he kept the things he was working on. "No ma'am. But it's really going to be good."

"Mrs. Oblong said that project is one-fourth of your grade."

"I know."

"It's due in two weeks."

"I know. But it's really—"

"Stop playing and wash your hands for lunch. After lunch I want you focused on that project. Understand?"

Danny looked at the closet shelf. Then at his mother. Then at the chair with the carrot sticks, which he glanced at with an expression she recognized: the quick, private apology of someone excusing himself from a conversation.

"But it's almost time for Tex Ranger," he said. "And that's the only TV you let me watch."

She looked at him. He was eight and he knew exactly what he was doing, and he was right, and they both knew she was going to give in.

"All right. You can have it on in the living room while you eat lunch in the kitchen. You can hear it from the kitchen." She moved toward the door. "Then once lunch is done, the project. Understood?"

"Yes ma'am." And then: "Mom?"

She stopped. "Yes?"

"Thanks. Ranger Salute."

He made the Tex Ranger salute: fist to chest, eyes up, one finger to the sky. She had been watching him make this gesture for three years and she still hadn't entirely decided what to do with the way it made her feel. She gave him a look that she hoped communicated you're welcome and don't push it and went to the kitchen to make lunch.

* * *
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The kitchen was the room Jennifer was most herself in, which she considered either a personality trait or a symptom, depending on the day.

It was small and south-facing and caught good light in the mornings, and she kept it in the kind of order that looks casual until you look closely. The counter held a coffee maker, a fruit bowl that always had at least two things in it, and a small framed photograph of a man laughing, turned at a slight angle so that you could see it from the table but not from the door. Danny had asked about the photograph twice, and both times she had shown it to him and said that was your father, he looked real nice, which was true and insufficient and the best she could do.

She made a bowl of tomato soup and half a grilled cheese sandwich, which was Danny's lunch on Tuesdays and had been since she couldn't remember when, and she set it on the table and went to call him in. From the living room she could hear
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