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  Tells


  Of the five players at the Mirror Table, I’d have bet on either the matronly woman or the ball-capped man. It was a Thursday afternoon in November, hardly the height of the tourist season, but all the tables were full; it promised to be an unusually profitable weekend, and while I watched the action I was busily figuring how I might satisfy, and get paid by, both of them.


  My pretty-boy persona served me well. Moving lightly and keeping a sad, inviting smile on my face, I watched the game languidly, without much personal interest in the outcome, though I was the pot they were playing for. Not I myself—if there was such a thing, nobody including me would gamble very much to get it—but the deception of my company for a night in one of the upstairs rooms, the pretense of my attentions, my wan boyish beauty, vulnerability. Malleability, and the things I could do with my tongue. I’d scanned the minds of both the likely winners and found nothing out of the ordinary, no erotic designs I couldn’t readily accommodate, no perversions that would hurt more than I was used to, no intention to leave without paying my rather hefty fee. So it didn’t matter to me who won; I just wished mildly they’d get on with it.


  The man was wearing a blue flannel shirt, and I knew just how it would smell when he grabbed me because my father used to wear shirts like that with the sleeves rolled up over thin elbows. This guy, however, wasn’t as experienced as he was trying to pretend, and his mannerisms were so transparent—the unnatural wrist-flinging when he raised, the ostentatious looking away from the action as if he weren’t the least bit interested—I could tell without going into his mind that he was an inveterate but not very accomplished bluffer.


  Since the first shuffle, the woman had been humming, which was irritating the other players, something of an advantage to her although that wasn’t why she’d been doing it. My mother used to make that same pseudo-musical sound when she put me to bed. Now the woman stopped humming. The card Stacey had just dealt her must have been what she’d been hoping for. She must be looking at a gorgeous hand. It would have been simple to tap into her mind and see what it was, but I didn’t bother. Something was about to happen, and the tension was exquisite. When Mom stopped humming like that, I could count on the next occurrence giving me both nightmares and sweet dreams.


  The man behind the woman raised. I hadn’t seen it coming. He’d been betting neither flamboyantly nor surreptitiously. He hadn’t been staring challengingly at his opponents to make them think he had a strong hand when he didn’t, nor had he been ostentatiously looking away. His acknowledgment of my presence had been minimal; he’d given no particular indication of interest in anything other than the game itself. My cursory sweep through his mind had revealed nothing of relevance to me, and after that I’d hardly noticed him.


  Now, while the others were deciding what to do, I glided around the table to stand behind him. He didn’t quite show me his cards, but he let me see them: aces full. The others folded. When he spread the cards on the table, he turned to gaze straight up into my eyes, and my knees went weak. I placed my hand on his shoulder, intending at the same time to trawl his mind. I had no trouble getting in, but I didn’t find anything to explain my sudden sensation of danger or any clue as to how to protect myself.


  “Don’t be afraid, Danny,” he instructed me a few minutes later as he stood aside for me to go into the elevator ahead of him. He didn’t entirely mean what he said. Fear—mine, and his—was part of the point here. I felt his eyes on me from behind.


  Predictably, he’d booked the Westward, Ho! suite, the most expensive and the tackiest of the Matty Silk Hotel and Casino’s many expensive and tacky suites. Stylized saguaros like paper dolls made a cute wallpaper border. On either side of the big-screen TV and VCR were ugly lamps in the shape of saddles, complete with stirrups and spurs (non-detachable, unusable; real ones available for an extra charge from room service). The door was covered with tooled leather for appearance and padded for soundproofing, and an oversized horseshoe with the room number on it in simulated horseshoe nails half-circled the security peephole which could also be put to erotic use—more than once I’d performed alone inside a room while the client peeped from the hushed and dim-lit corridor.


  If you don’t read tells, out of ignorance or laziness or lack of talent or that sick pleasure in being at the world’s mercy, then everything’s a card flip, no more and no less than a 50-50 chance. I was probably reading tells in utero; maybe we all do, but the fact that I survived gestation and birth is evidence of a certain accomplishment, though not one I’ve always been glad for.


  Maybe I’d been reading minds that early, too. Given how basic the survival instinct is, I wouldn’t be surprised if the placental barrier were as permeable as all the others.


  Tricks were almost as easy to read as perps, and for similar reasons. Most of the time their tells were nearly transparent. Eyebrow tics signaled the routine giving of fake names, ages, occupations, hometowns, sexual proclivities. When forefingers tapped and twitched, I worried more than usual about my fee. A pulsing carotid artery, dilated or constricted pupils, throat-clearing, swallowing, lip-licking—all these reflexes meant a person was lying, whether he knew it himself or not, and most people showed most of them most of the time.


  I managed not to snicker when this guy told me his name was Jon, without an H. He sported a handlebar mustache, big black cowboy hat, turquoise-and-silver bolo, boots with high heels and pointy toes. I allowed myself a long-suffering sigh.


  Jon made a show of testing the door. It held. I’d long ago given up checking for escape routes; there weren’t any. Then, already loosening the bolo, he turned to gaze at me. I’d stripped before he even had the door shut and was standing by the brass bed, presenting myself to him. He was the kind who would like that.


  He hastened over to me and took me in his arms. “I won’t hurt you,” he added softly, breath in my hair. Which confirmed I had reason to be afraid.


  I’d told him my name was Danny and I was fifteen, both of which were exaggerations downward; in fact, I had just turned twenty, and outside of work and childhood I don’t answer to nicknames. I could already tell he had a taste for diminutives. “You’re a beautiful boy, Danny,” he crooned, with no hint in voice or manner or private thoughts that he was anything but sincere. Beauty, of course, is no protection against pain, although some part of me persisted in thinking it ought to be. There is no defense against pain.


  He sighed, a sorrowful sound meant to fool the opponent into assuming weakness where in fact there was strength. He thought he had me, and quite likely he did, but not because my guard was down. I never let my guard down. I do have a tendency, though, to be wary of the wrong things, to over-interpret mannerisms that turn out not to portend anything and to miss those that do.


  Poker players call them tells, the minutiae that give away adversaries’ positions and intentions—and, if you’re not more skilled than they are, your own. Some of these signals are personal habits and quirks. Even the best players have them; the better the player, the longer and more intimately you have to watch in order to pick them out. I think of Pedro Sena’s sliding black gaze away from the cards when he’s been dealt a spectacular hand, the awesome Mercedes Atwell’s slightly slowed breathing when she’s bluffing, and my own habit of overplaying the innocence and charm when I’m closing in for the kill.


  These, like other personal habits such as smoking or finger-fucking children, can be broken directly, by means of will and self-awareness blunt as a gunfight in a dusty noonday street, never easy but simple enough. Others—changes in respiration and heart rate, anticipatory hardening and moistening—must be ambushed with something like hypnosis or biofeedback or castration. A good player can spot other players’ tells. A great player can spot his or her own before anybody else does.


  It takes patience, cunning, and vigilance to thrive in the world of professional poker. It takes an ability to get outside yourself and into somebody else. You have to be imaginative enough to see and hear past the obvious and mundane, but not so creative that you perceive things that aren’t there. Mostly, it takes experience. I had plenty; I’d started early.


  Tells. Pros use them. Big-time, high-stakes poker players; police detectives and child protection workers (some better than others). Victimized kids. People whose survival depends on reading other people and betting accordingly. Certainly I used them; I used whatever and whoever was available.


  When I was a kid, a whiff of my mom’s lilac cologne at supper meant she’d be coming to my bed that night with her razors and cigarette lighter. To this day, lilacs evoke in me a complicated nostalgia, equal parts terror and pride—terror because of what she did to me, pride because she didn’t do it to anybody else in the world. My dad had had a habit of touching the tip of his right thumb to the tips of his fingers, one after another, around and around and around, when he was getting ready to pull a big job; I hadn’t even realized he did that until his right hand was cut off by some dealer he’d crossed or been crossed by, after which I’d been thrown off for a while, hadn’t been able to see what was coming.


  Most tricks would unconsciously vary the way they took hold of me when things were about to get kinky. Sometimes the angle of a caress would change, the configuration of a kiss. There was an older woman once who’d get tears in her eyes; by the second time she came to me, I knew what I was supposed to do when she cried. So I’d used tells all my life, and found them—telling. But I didn’t rely on them. I’d never needed to. Guessing and inferring, coming at a person’s intentions sideways or from underneath as if they were wild dogs who’d bolt if you stared at them head-on—which is to say, betting on even the most expert and exquisite vigilance—that approach had a margin of error, however small. I, on the other hand, could read people’s minds, directly, with no need for translation, provided I had no particular emotional stake in doing so, which by this point in my life I almost never did. This talent made me a good deal safer. It also made me cocky.


  “I’ve never done anything like this before,” Jon whispered.


  I chuckled at the stale pick-up line and gave him a conspiratorial hug intended to convey knowingness: “We’ve both been around the block. We both know what’s going on here.” But then, amazed, I understood that he was telling the truth. Something in this situation really was utterly new to him. He was off-balance, anxious and excited. Unwisely, I found myself speculating. Had he never been with a boy before? Never dressed up like a comic book dandy-gunslinger? Never played poker? None of these seemed likely; he was too accomplished at them all.


  Tells weren’t telling me anything useful, and I didn’t understand why I wasn’t getting farther into his mind. There was no evidence that he was deliberately concealing anything from me, and I certainly didn’t have a personal connection to him. But no matter what maneuvers I employed, Jon seemed to be what he presented himself to be. No secrets. No kinks. This was something I’d never encountered before, and it was making me nervous.


  I also didn’t know what it meant that he was telling me this. Was he confessing to being a greenhorn in order to put me off guard? Or in order to intensify his own pleasure? Or so I’d go easy on him somehow? What was he betting here? Should I raise him?


  Jon left me standing there while he took off his boots and coat and arranged himself on the bed, propped up on pillows against the tufted headboard. I took note of the absence of paraphernalia. In his mind was lust, viscous and warm as wax and quaintly innocent, although there was also something else I could clearly perceive but couldn’t name. He beamed and beckoned. “Come here, Danny, my pretty Danny. Don’t be afraid.”


  I went and sat on his lap. That’s what he wanted me to do. I assumed an attitude I knew he’d take as vulnerability: already naked, I positioned myself so he’d have easy access to my nipples, buttocks, what are laughably termed private parts. The customary fear was nauseating me and making me hard. He wanted intimacy; I offered him a facsimile, which in my experience, both personal and professional, had invariably been quite sufficient. The few who’d been aware of the ruse had been glad for it.


  But Jon just held me, caressed me, and murmured nothing more lurid or insinuating than “Pretty Danny, my sweet boy.” Some kind of code, probably, that he’d like to imagine was special between us, never mind how many other pretty boys he’d used it on or in how many guises I’d heard it. If I wanted to make any money—not to mention getting this over with so I could score at least once more tonight—I’d have to play along until I could decipher what he wanted and give him enough of it to make him think he’d been satisfied.


  He didn’t even kiss me. I wanted him to kiss me.


  “Oh,” he sighed, “Danny,” and gently pulled my head against his chest. I was frightened—not by the violation of my personal space, since I had no personal space, but by the gentleness of it. I snuggled. It was what he wanted and, even though he was paying me to do it and I was performing, it felt good in a deep, sad, longing way.


  Be careful, I admonished myself. He doesn’t love you. Nobody loves you. That’s your game.


  Jon didn’t take off any more of his clothes. He made no move to touch me in any way that could be called sexual, nor did he want me to touch him that way. Now and then he’d whisper and croon, but never anything dirtier than “You’re a sweet boy, Danny. You’re a beautiful boy.” He just held me.


  After a while he tugged the pillows out from under his shoulders, so he was lying flat with me on his chest, and pulled the sheet and blanket up over us. I caught myself feeling peaceful, even though I knew full well it was a bluff.


  He fell asleep. I could pick up almost nothing from his unconscious mind, and tells from a sleeping person are pretty much useless. I hardly slept and certainly didn’t dream. But on one of those restless, hazy hypnagogic passages from wakefulness to sleep and back again, I realized I was sliding into his dreams. I’d never done that before; I’d never tried. The sensation was of creeping between someone’s hot and tangled sheets, stealthy among odors the troubled sleeper wasn’t even aware of, neither welcomed nor pushed away, burrowing out a place for myself. I was a little afraid to be there, and with reason, but I couldn’t resist.


  Loneliness muddy as the Platte River, and considerably more inhabited. Desire like a chinook wind swooping down out of the mountains, close to violent and unstoppable by anything I had to sell or, certainly, to give. A metamorphic intention, altering itself under great pressure, whose particular composition eluded me.


  Shaking, furious, I came fully awake. It was the middle of the night. I didn’t need to hear the revelers down in the street to know they were there, and at this very moment people would be winning and losing downstairs, whether they knew it yet or not.


  I rifled Jon’s pockets without waking him, finding only money—quite a bit of money—but no personal effects: no identification, no family pictures, and not even any breath mints. I eased out of bed, dressed, and left the room with him in it, for one of the serious games.


  My opponents that night were easy to read, and their high opinions of themselves made them even easier. Most of them I’d played often enough to have observed their tells and the ways they thought they were concealing or faking them, which were also tells.


  One first-timer, a blind woman, couldn’t get anybody to play with her deck of Braille cards. Any advantage is fair game; I watched her for a while before letting her know I was there and saying I’d play. I don’t read Braille but I do read minds, and by then I knew that the cards weren’t otherwise marked, that she wasn’t a very good poker player but that learning her particular tells would keep me distracted for a while.


  By dawn I’d more than doubled my purloined stake and was feeling both back in control and morally vindicated. I could return Jon’s money and still have plenty myself. And I hadn’t completely lost my touch, no matter how much Jon had confused me.


  “Danny. Good morning.” The quiet voice in my ear was limned with some kind of threat. “You were in my dreams last night.”


  “Yeah? So?” A provocation, a child inviting and dreading punishment.


  “You’re welcome there,” he murmured, stroking the back of my neck. “Any time.” He didn’t say a thing about the money.


  Jon was a terrific poker player, maybe the most inherently talented I’d ever seen. Preoccupied with the humming woman and the flannel-shirted man, I hadn’t really noticed the day before, but this morning he was impressive, all the more so if playing poker was what he’d never done before. He took his time. He paid intense attention without quite seeming to. He read every tell there was, including Braille. He knew better than to win every hand. It didn’t take him long to recover everything I’d stolen from him and more. He wasn’t a rogue, though, and didn’t alienate management by driving more than a few people out of the game. He was a natural.


  For the first time in years, I actually felt a little thrill. This was interesting and had lucrative potential, without, I assured myself, exacting much of a price. I decided to hang around him for another day and night or two.


  Jon looked up at me, beaming, eyes alight, face aglow. He knew my plan; in his mind he was saying Yes. Discomfited and, oddly—dangerously—pleased, I wondered what tell he’d picked up in me, or whether he was bypassing entirely such crude hints and metaphors and directly reading my mind. I wasn’t sure I liked this. More surprisingly, I wasn’t sure I didn’t.


  To regain my bearings, I tested myself. I sat beside him or hung over the back of his chair and tried to determine what he was going to bid, whether his opponents expected it, what tells he’d picked up on to give him clues. About half the time I’d have done the same thing he did—no better than chance.


  With a nonchalance I did not feel, I ambled around to the other side of the table where I could observe Jon without being obvious about it—at least not to anyone else. I saw him sit up straighter and adjust his bolo, preening. Again, my ability to figure out what he was going to do was little better than random. I couldn’t even find his tells, let alone read them. What I gathered directly from his thoughts was only what he didn’t bother to conceal, or for reasons of his own wanted me to have.


  My disorientation grew, and with it anger, sadness, fear. Anger quickly swelled to rage, fear swept into panic, and sadness deepened to a canyon of sorrow I didn’t dare look into but from which I couldn’t back away, as if I were on the rim of a magnificent cliff, yearning to jump, terrified that I actually would, anticipating a terrible sensation of missed opportunity if I did not.


  Finally, around three in the afternoon, Jon put on his silly black cowboy hat, which I was beginning to think looked sort of cute on him, and settled his bulging money pouch into a pocket inside his jacket exactly where you’d expect it to be. Getting to his feet, he tipped his hat to the other more or less disgruntled players. I was on the alert, every sense wide open, actually aquiver with the effort of predicting his next play.


  When he took my hand, I gasped. Other tricks had held my hand, of course, gently or roughly, playfully or casually or with a menacing sort of aesthetic appreciation, but Jon’s grasp was singularly resonant. My mother used to hold my hand like that, and so did her friend who was the first lover I could remember although I had reason to suspect there’d been others well before her, stored away in my pre-verbal consciousness, mythically proportioned because I’d had no words for them. That tender, guiding grip was in no way predictive of what might happen next.


  My whole body was trembling now and I wasn’t sure I could keep my balance. Jon glanced at me, then dropped my hand to put his arm around my shoulders. He felt so strong and steady, like someone I could rely on. That was a ruse, one thing masking as another masking as another, designed to fool me into making a mistake. But he felt so strong and steady.


  The tables and the long bar gleamed in the daylight darkness of the gaming room, gray puddles on the wood from blue sky and yellow sun. I was a little dizzy. Together we walked out into the bright alpine afternoon. The mountain made a deep shadow, and the part of town between us and it looked like a scene pressed into tin.


  Jon paused to take in the view. His pulse was racing. “Unbelievable,” he breathed, and hugged me.


  It occurred to me that maybe this was his first experience with the mountains, which would explain why he felt like a stranger in a strange land and might tip the balance of power a little toward me, the local, the guide. Excitement made me act blasé. I shrugged. “Nothing special about it, really.”


  He tousled my hair. “Danny, Danny, Danny, you’re too young and pretty to be so jaded.”


  Being assaulted like that, being messed up, aroused me to instant murderous tumescence. So as not to give too much away, I waited a moment before I smoothed my hair back into place. “You ever been in the Rockies before?”


  He shook his head. “I’m a flatlander.” This didn’t tell me much. He could have been from Louisiana or Saskatchewan or the Jersey shore or the plains of eastern Colorado. In his mind I found hazy city images—nothing identifiable, and no way for me to know what part of his life these memories came from, or whether they were in fact memories and not fantasies or projections or remnants of a scene from a movie. His geographic origins probably didn’t matter, but I disliked being unable to determine them. I could ask him. I didn’t dare.


  We walked around town. I saw it the way he was seeing it, or the way he wanted me to think he was seeing it: a place that had never in its hundred-odd years been quaint or charming, though it liked to think of itself that way. Traffic swarmed. The streets were thronged. Buses brought the kind of gamblers who tipped their hands well before the cards were even dealt. I supposed there’d been just as many fools in the first gold rush, and this one would be made to look quaint, too, a hundred years from now.


  Jon and I spent that whole summer together. The longest I’d been with anybody before was the eleven days with the Australian grandmother the preceding winter. Not a thing overtly sexual or even erotic passed between Jon and me. I didn’t know what to make of it. He touched me a lot, stroked and patted, embraced; I took to initiating the physical contact because it pleased him, and always before it had been in my best interests to please a trick. But the tone was affectionate, tender, no matter how hard I tried to interject lust. When I’d do what I knew how to do—grinding my pelvis against his, moaning, turning my face up to elicit a kiss—his displeasure was palpable, and I got scared. I considered switching to one of the myriad other marks in town for the day or the season. I thought about leaving for one of the other two casino towns, or even fleeing down into Denver where the best games were in seedy or elegant back rooms of seedy or elegant establishments and the chicken-hawk trade around the Capitol would keep me going for a price I understood.


  But something kept me with Jon. I tried assuring myself it was the money, knowing that having to assure myself of anything was a danger sign. I’d long since learned not to object to whatever a trick wanted me to do, as long as the fee was right, and certainly Jon was making it worth my while economically, but I didn’t for a moment believe all he wanted was a companion, poker groupie, and tour guide, and I wished he’d just get on with it.


  He wanted me to show him the sights, and I took him everywhere I could think of. We went to St Mary’s Glacier; the one other time I’d been there, on a family outing when I was a kid, I’d found the glacier both disappointing and ominous, but now I caught a little of Jon’s enthusiasm for its effect on these mountains and the way it glistened now in the high sun. The Georgetown Loop, a slow and boring little narrow-gauge train through scenery like all the rest, so delighted Jon that I found myself enjoying it, too. We went to some of the ubiquitous mountain music festivals, and to the Central City Opera for a production about Baby Doe Tabor dripping with local color, melodrama, and questionable history. I had planned to act as if I were having a good time, because that was part of the package, but the music and even the made-up story touched me because they so touched Jon. From the top of Pikes Peak, Fourth of July fireworks really were glorious everywhere we looked, arms around each other, exclaiming together. I was in trouble.


  In August we went on a wildflower hike up Mount Goliath. The trail was rough enough that I could make a show of stumbling now and then, and Jon would grab my hand, maybe hold it for a step or two longer than necessary. Determined to call his bluff, I clambered up onto a granite outcropping to peer at a tiny harebell hiding in a dark stony crevice, then made a point of losing my footing on the way down, but when Jon caught me and I pressed myself against him he wasn’t even erect.


  For a while I toyed with the possibility that Jon was a homophobe with sly murderous intent. Imagining him tying me to a fence post and beating me to death, I spent a week or two in a state of titillating anxiety. But eventually I had to admit that this didn’t seem likely to be his shtick, either. I could not figure him out. I was getting very nervous, and a disturbing thought began to obsess me: Could this be love?


  By this time Jon was acquiring quite a reputation at the tables and so, by association, was I. We’d have spent the evening, night, early morning together, in a pleasant, deepening miasma I thought would choke me any minute. Refreshed, ready for the new day, we’d have breakfast at Oakley’s; every time, unwillingly, I’d find myself reflecting that few things were more sweetly sensual than breakfast outside in cool blue sunshine. Over raspberry latte and sticky buns, fresh-squeezed orange juice and mushroom quiche, scones with clotted cream and kiwi flown in from some lower and warmer place, eggs perfectly over easy with buffalo sausage, Jon would smile at me and inquire, every morning, “Are you happy, Danny? Am I making you happy?”


  Of course I couldn’t tell when I was happy, any more than I could tell when I was hungry or sleepy or in pain. But he wanted me to say yes. He longed for me to say yes. So I did, every morning. “Yes. I’m happy. Yes, Jon, you’re making me happy. Yes.” He beamed, and I felt a corresponding warmth start to spread inside me like excrement.


  Then Jon took it into his head to climb a mountain. He had no climbing experience whatsoever, although he claimed to. Helpless, I took him to a place I knew. The last time I’d been up there was with my dad and my older brother when I was about seven; with a certain sick pride, I wondered what had ever happened to those videotapes and what my brother was doing these days and to whom, and why I’d brought Jon here of all places. Did I have something in mind that I didn’t know about? Could I not read even my own mind anymore? Had I lost contact with my own tells as well as, apparently, everybody else’s?


  It was the kind of spectacular day that suggested tornadoes and avalanches. The sky was so blue I could hardly bear to look at it. Sandstone strata in the canyon walls, tipped and bent through the millennia so that what was on top now had not necessarily happened most recently, had been exposed and reconfigured by road construction, widening, widening again, straightening. Out the car window, I glimpsed middle layers, the core, but we passed too quickly for me to have any clear sense of it.


  Bear Creek was just off the side of the highway, most of the time on the left but sometimes on the right. I’ve never been soothed by the sound of running water, as so many people are, because it could always be obscuring something, like a white noise that induces sleep by blocking out sounds you’d be better off hearing. Still, it looked pretty, and Jon was so entranced I worried about his driving. “No guardrails,” he marveled more than once.


  “Where do you want to go?” I asked him.


  He gave me a tender, sideways smile. “These are your mountains. You’re the guide.”


  “Well, what do you want to do?”


  “I want to love you.”


  A buzz of horror and longing sent me scurrying into his mind. What I found there was longing, so much like my own I thought I must have brought it in with me somehow. And, in fact, love. The potential for love, anyway. The offer of love.


  “Love” was one of those bluff words, like “safety” and “family,” which by that point in my life ought to have lost all pleasant connotations, but hadn’t. Jon’s love for me made me hate him and love him back.


  Although I’d lived in or near the mountains most of my life, I was no more at home there than anywhere else. I much preferred sidewalks to trails, and this one had an unpleasantly sharp angle and rough terrain, tree roots heaving up, loose pebbles rolling and scattering, boulders you had to climb over or around, the occasional little stream cutting treacherously through.


  I didn’t know the names of anything and didn’t much care, but Jon had bought a book and he’d call out the names of plants and rocks—“old man of the mountain,” an unprepossessing yellow thorny thing; the several different kinds of asters that as far as I could tell didn’t look anything alike; “death lily.” He was fascinated, energized. I was worn out.


  From exposure to high-altitude winds and cold, the trees were noticeably shorter, more compact, more twisted and gnarled. The more they adapted to the difficult climate, the less shelter they themselves provided, and the greater the effects on the environment, a cycle, certainly, whether vicious or not on both sides of the trail, the shapes of dead wood grew increasingly bizarre. Jon loved it.


  I didn’t. I was having trouble breathing. He didn’t seem to be having any reaction to the altitude at all. Laboriously negotiating a switchback, I felt something in the pressure of his hand, and I raised my gaze from my feet long enough to see the tree line, a distinct line across the mountainside, nothing gradual about it: trees below it, no trees above. I didn’t like this. My feet went out from under me and I fell, close to tears although I hadn’t been hurt. Jon helped me up, held me until I could go on. He was thoroughly, frighteningly calm.


  We emerged on what I supposed was a plateau, at considerable altitude although peaks towered all around us. Boulders were strewn across the flat gravelly field like bodies waiting for something to be done to them. The light was sharply slanted, yellow-tinted, threatening.


  I’d expected to be able to catch my breath once we’d stopped climbing, but there wasn’t enough air or enough oxygen in the air I did manage to take into my lungs. My heart was beating hard and fast, but without much success. From Jon I felt awe and extreme danger. I pressed myself against him and hid my face in his jacket, but an old vertigo and a wild new promise gave me no choice but to look up and out, where he was looking.


  Twilight in the mountains in late autumn always seems to me much longer than it is. Maybe it’s the opalescence of the light, or the way trees and rocks cast each other into high relief. Indian summer that year had been so long and warm and vivid that I didn’t know what to expect from one day to the next. I’d felt disoriented for weeks, and now, as I clambered along the trail with Jon, my inability to tell what was going to happen was reaching panic proportions.


  Trees were sinking into black all around us. Scrub oak wrinkled gray as lace. Every bird call simultaneously beckoned and warned. Rustling in the underbrush—vole, fox, chipmunk, bull snake, coyote, night bird—made me fantasize about mountain lions, although I doubted a mountain lion would tell us it was approaching. Taking up two-thirds of the pearl-indigo sky was a single rosy cloud, smooth and luscious and grotesque as a curled tongue loose from its head. Pollution, I tried to tell myself, but it was beautiful nonetheless.


  Distracted by the cloud and the mountain lion and Jon’s body heat at my back, I tripped over an erosion bar across the trail, slid on loose rock, and not entirely disingenuously reached for Jon’s proffered hand, knowing full well I could keep my balance better without him but also knowing how my need for him aroused him even when he guessed it wasn’t real. His large hand closed happily around mine.


  Then he stopped and pulled me to him. Thinking he was about to declare himself at last, I nearly swooned. At the base of a sheer red boulder with a face like my father’s, he took me in his arms for our first and only kiss. I met his teeth and tongue with my own, holding back a little so he would seem to be in charge. Both our penises rose, the tip of mine up against the base of his. I moaned. He didn’t. I went into his mind and found only a nondescript warmth and eagerness, nothing I could have read even if I hadn’t been almost delirious with fear and desire. Badly needing to predict something, even if it was wrong, I took the change in his body tension to mean he intended to do something to me right then and there. Hurt me. Love me. Call.


  But he just cuddled me against his chest, tenderly but in such a way that I’d have had to put up a fight to get free. His jacket was cold. His hands made two spots of warmth and pressure on my back. For a long moment I lost myself in the embrace, and then I realized he was trembling, so slightly it was nearly subliminal, but unmistakably. Trembling is a dead giveaway of a killer hand. I was instantly on the alert. Then he stepped back and let me go, and all down the front of my body was a swath of cold, colder than if he’d never come close to me at all.


  We started walking again, and within a few steps were negotiating a dizzying double switchback. I could feel as well as see the drop-off on one side and then the other. Something flickered ominously across the trail. Heart skittering, I stopped and stared, in order to know what I was facing. Our shadows, I realized with a painful little thrill, and whirled to catch the light source before it disappeared. The only possibility seemed to be the lights of the valley town sparkling white and yellow and occasional red between us and the invisible horizon behind and below us. It made no sense to me that such pallid illumination could cast shadows all the way up here, but the moon was only a sliver and there was no other explanation. I shivered.


  I was going to point out to Jon our faint, surprising intermingling, demonstrate how a kiss would look in shadow form, a little shift in perspective he might find erotic and I might use to my advantage somehow. But he’d started along the path again and I had to hurry to catch up.


  We were still climbing. We should have been heading down toward the trail head and the car. Jon was silent except for slightly heavier breathing that could be accounted for by altitude and exertion. It was too dark now to see facial expressions or tics or any but the broadest body language. When I put my arms around him from behind he paused, leaned back into me so I had to brace myself against the slope, and then gently shook me off to start climbing again.


  “Jon,” I ventured.


  “Danny,” he answered, and I couldn’t think what else to say.


  The basic strategy of winning poker is to determine what your opponent wants you to do and then disappoint him. But I could not even guess now what Jon wanted me to do.


  Lightning flashed and I yelped. The high, tight horizon was fleetingly revealed and distorted. When I’d counted to “thirty Mississippi” and still heard no thunder, I told myself that must mean the lightning was too far away to strike me. There was no wind, no rain. I didn’t know what this portended. My head was starting to spin. I stumbled, cried out, peered down to see what was in my path, found no clue.


  When abruptly Jon stopped and turned, I wasn’t ready for him. If I had been, I might have stumbled into him anyway, as a pretense, but as it was the collision was quite genuine and exactly what he’d wanted. He held me close. I understood that. He didn’t kiss me again, though. Instead, he took one arm away from me, leaving that side exposed, and withdrew something from his pocket.


  “I can’t wait,” he confessed, happily. “I was going to wait until we were down off the mountain, but I can’t wait any longer.”


  He raised my left hand. I expected a kiss or a bite or a cut. I did not expect a ring.


  “Danny,” he whispered. “Will you marry me?”


  All I could do was echo, “Marry you?”


  “I love you. Say you’ll come away with me and stay with me forever.”


  What swept through me was not the fear I was accustomed to, but longing, first, and then rage like lightning, heat showing itself as cold. I pulled the ring off my finger and threw it at him. Stung by the glint before it disappeared, gladdened by his cry of protest, I was shrieking, not only to him, “Get out of my life! Leave me alone! How dare you? What gives you the right? Get away from me!”


  He tried to grab me and I ran. I had no idea where I was heading, except away from him, and I couldn’t even be sure of that. Lost already, I was rapidly even more lost. I heard him calling, “Danny!” but that wasn’t my name.


  Suddenly I was in the middle of nowhere. Space opened up around me, air cool and dark as glass, and I could hardly breathe. Lightning skimmed low, a wash of colorless brilliance, and I saw monsters everywhere. They weren’t monsters, of course; they were boulders in the shapes of monsters, a geomorphic scattering of them across alpine tundra. They could have been my mother or my father, lying in wait, but they weren’t. I smelled lilacs and flannel shirts, tasted semen and lipstick and blood, touched nothing and no one. In a split second of electric illumination I saw the edge of a cliff, lost track of it when the lightning flashed off. The darkness was total, except that it must not be because the boulders were still darker than the dark air and ground and sky.


  I said, “Jon?”


  I seemed to already be at the edge of the boulder field; I didn’t know how that had happened. Standing up, I couldn’t find anything in any direction but empty space. Dizzy, I crouched, curled up, made myself small. The rock I was pressing against had no handholds and no places to hide my face. Lightning spread again, a silent sheet of metal unrolling fast. If it organized itself to strike something, I’d be the highest object in the landscape, the least concealed. Darkness again, assaultive as a lightning bolt.


  I called for him. “Jon!” The mountain couldn’t be said to be silent, with all the little noises and suggestions of noises that gave it such deep auditory texture, but personally I got no answer. Up here, there was a definite sense of the earth turning away from the sun, rotating itself into dusk and then night, pretending it was the sun that rose and set even though we all knew better. I could not move.


  Then I heard clacking. A tongue, against the hollow in the roof of the mouth just behind the bony ridge; a softly explosive/arrhythmic popping. My blood ran cold. This was the most telling of all tells. As close to “always” as it was possible to get, this always signified great and imminent danger, somebody on the verge of taking everything you had.


  Tick tick tick tick and then Danny, the name I’d given him for me making almost the same clacking noise. Tick tick tick tick Danny. Was he aware of what he was doing? In order to decide what I should do to parry, I had to know whether this was an unconscious tell, in which case it meant what it seemed to mean, or an act, in which case it meant the opposite. I was paralyzed. I could not move. Tick tick Danny Danny Danny.


  The next few moves were all of a piece: Jon’s arms came around me from behind. Lightning flooded the boulder field and us in it, the drop-off and us on the edge of it, then vanished. Still crouching, I twisted around into his arms and pushed him off the mountain. He fell. He was gone. I uncoiled myself and inched on my hands and knees in the direction opposite the one Jon had taken. Lightning struck somewhere close; the crack was thunderous, the odor sharp. It started to rain.


  Much more sure-footed on my own, I made my way quickly down the mountain. Jon’s extra set of car keys was right where I knew it would be, as was his money pouch. I drove his Beemer back to the outskirts of town, parked it on a canyon road, and walked to the casino from there, whistling.


  There was a game at the Mirror Table. When she could, Stacey dealt me in. Quickly I took the measure of my adversaries, cataloging their tells and reading their minds, though I couldn’t have told you anything about who they were. I bet carefully. By sunrise, I’d lost everything both Jon and I had had, and so I’d begun to calm down.


  Cornfield


  Howard takes the pickup along the ditch bank, telling himself again that the old truck won’t last many more seasons. Half the gauges don’t work, the crack in the windshield is spreading, and every trip across the fields like this rattles something else loose. He drives toward the mountains now, having planted this field northwest-southeast in order to catch the particular drain of the land. You can see the mountains for a hundred miles easy out here. People don’t believe that, or don’t understand the way it can make you feel, until they’re standing in the middle of an open field and looking at the timberline clear and true as a compass mark across Long’s Peak a hundred miles away.


  In the western sky Howard can see the storm coming up. The clouds are full and heavy as a cow’s teat, he thinks, chuckling at the image. The plains for hundreds of miles around are bright green and gold, the height of the growing season. Ahead of him he can see the silhouette of a cottonwood along the ditch bank, lit green-gold against the black line of clouds, and the rest of the sky is the kind of blue they never get in Denver anymore. His son hasn’t lived under honest blue sky since he went to college in Denver.


  Howard lets his ears be filled with the noise of the pickup, lets his body absorb the jarring motion, lifts his hat to let the rising wind stir his hair. When he was just a kid starting out he thought to buy him a ranch someday: good, high pastureland with cattle and horses to tend instead of corn and wheat and sugar beets. Still goes to the sale almost every Saturday in the winter and runs a few head of cattle every now and then, just to keep his hand in. But he’s lived on the plains all his life and farmed this place for over thirty years, and by now it’s in his blood.


  It never got in Gary’s blood. He left as soon as he could, and the farm won’t pass on to anybody. Used to be all the young kids were leaving, and Howard could feel sad and a little noble, part of a dying breed. But now they’re coming back. The Johnson kid over south of Morgan—Gary went to school with one of the Johnson boys—moved back a couple of years ago, brought his wife and kids down from Denver, and his old man was saying in the pool hall yesterday that he’s going to make a decent farmer after all.


  Not Gary. It’s not in him. Nothing ever seems to get in his blood. After all those years and all that money, now he says he can’t stand teaching and he’s driving a bus in Denver. Howard shakes his head and tightens his grip on the vibrating wheel. Gary paid his own way through school so Howard can’t say anything, but it just doesn’t set right and the distance grows between them. They used to visit Gary in his city apartments—a new one, with new roommates, every couple of months. Howard remembers some of the roommates: the girl with the sad silent baby, the boy with the makeup, the eight boys with guitars and stereos all going at once. He doesn’t know what his son has in common with people like that, and he doesn’t want to know. Often Eleanor wouldn’t sit down; she’d stand the whole time they were there, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, because of the dirt, the cat hair, the dust thick on all the furniture. His son took drugs. Howard knew it, though he didn’t know how much or what kind. He saw the youthful questions in his son’s eyes. He still sees them, and the blankness, and he recognizes all of it, but he doesn’t have anything to say.


  Howard is never happier than out here in his fields, out of sight and earshot of everybody. He’d have lived in the mountains with no one around for miles if he could have. But Eleanor likes neighbors, and every once in a while out of the blue she’ll mention that stretch of highway between Sterling and Ault where there’s hardly a house or a feedlot or a stoplight for eighty miles and most nights no other cars either, just the moon and the stars. Colorado born and bred, Eleanor says how desolate that piece of road must seem to Easterners and city folks, people not used to wide open spaces, how they must worry about trouble with nobody around to help, and Howard understands that she’s talking about herself.


  Howard lifts his hat again, runs a wrist across his short sweaty hair and the itching line where the pale skin of his forehead meets the brown weathered skin of his face. The strip of black clouds in the west is growing. He re-settles his hat, remembering the summer day ten years ago when he came in from the fields at noon and saw the battered Ford station wagon with New Jersey plates in the driveway, and came into the kitchen and saw her sitting at the table, a young girl, his son’s wife, with long, straight hair shining red in the sun and clear, shy eyes. He strode across the kitchen in his boots and kissed her on the mouth and said, “Welcome to the family,” meaning it, before he even said hello to his son. When he and Gary finally did shake hands and look at each other, something was restored between them, because of Jody.


  “Harvest,” she’d say. Or, “Irrigation.” Words he’d used all his life without particularly thinking about them. “Such nice words. Evocative.” And suddenly he’d hear them, the tools of his trade, in a new and respectful way.


  Now they’re divorced, and she’s not part of the family anymore. The wedding was in New Jersey in June, and Howard and Eleanor couldn’t go, couldn’t leave the farm. He doesn’t think Jody ever understood that. A rabbit leaps from under the wheels of the truck and disappears into the tall corn. Howard wonders if he’s crushed other creatures today without even knowing it, and suddenly he remembers from years ago the dog with its legs cut off by his father’s tractor, the look on his father’s face, and the pup howling. He shakes his head. Jody’s coming here for lunch today. She wrote and said she’d be in Sterling on business and could she come out, and Eleanor had written back yes before she even showed him the letter. A drop of rain lands beside his hand, sizzling on the hot metal of the door.


  The old truck sputters and dies. Out of gas. Damn. The quiet rushes at him like the wind. Now he can hear the storm coming, thunder not many miles away and the leaves of the corn hissing. Clouds cover half the sky, thick and mean-looking against the blue-gray of the southeastern half.


  Three times while Gary was growing up, they stood at the front room window and watched hail ruin the crops. Ten, twelve thousand dollars gone in fifteen minutes, a hundred and sixty acres of corn or wheat or beets flattened and shredded. They stood and watched it happen, pea- or golf ball-sized hail just as the crop was nicely coming along, and there wasn’t a thing they could do about it. So Howard and Gary went into town to shoot pool until supper. On those nights Eleanor always outdid herself cooking, roast beef and biscuits and German chocolate cake, but not a word about the hail ever passed between them. There wasn’t anything to say.


  It’s not too late in the season for hail now. Howard gets out of the truck and glares, hands on hips, at the threatening sky and the disabled vehicle. He wipes the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve and sighs. The metal smells sharply of the heat; the air smells of the storm.It’s midday by the slant of the light, eleven-ten by his watch. Early, but he’ll go in for lunch now, get the gas on the way back. The water can run awhile longer; he can see from here that it’s not all the way down yet. Maybe the storm won’t amount to anything. A few fat drops of rain slide off his hat as he cuts across the cornfield in the direction of the house.


  The corn stretches in straight green rows, shiny leaves and thick stalks pressing around him. He remembers something his mother used to say: You can’t keep your children from straying into the cornfield, but you’re duty-bound to teach them how to get out. Howard smiles a little through his irritation, remembering how his mother could go for days without saying anything to anybody, three or four days without a word, and usually nobody ever did find out what was wrong, although as a boy Howard had always been sure it was something awful and his fault.


  Once he and Jody went riding through the fields. She wasn’t very good—Eastern lessons and a natural stiffness in the saddle—but she loved to ride and Howard hadn’t been pleasure-riding in years. She was crying a little, the dusty wind in her eyes, and Howard said to her, “My son’s a lot like me. We’re neither of us easy to love,” and she nodded and smiled and that was all.


  For the last few years whenever they left to go back to Denver after a weekend on the farm Eleanor would have that look on her face. Jody reaching for their son’s hand across the table and Gary all but pushing her away. Jody drifting into the living room and sitting on the floor next to Howard’s chair, looking miserable and for his sake keeping up the small talk, Howard with his feet higher than his head in the Lazy-Boy Eleanor bought him for Christmas every five years, Howard talking about farming and the weather and the price of A-rab oil until his own ears were ringing with the boredom of it, half-watching a ballgame or the evening news and talking about people she didn’t know until she went away.


  He remembers the night before a Thanksgiving or an Easter, some family affair, and Gary and Eleanor at each other until three in the morning. Politics, religion, education, sex—it was all there, Eleanor in her sly way never letting on which things were important to her or why, Gary already well into his smart, smooth way of arguing. Howard watching Jody let herself get trapped by them both. Finally Jody crossed the room and took Eleanor’s hands and said, with such young earnestness that Howard got out of his chair and left, “Don’t you see, Eleanor? It’s just another way of looking at the truth.” Eleanor pinched her lips tight and nodded her head and waited until Jody and Gary went to bed, and then she cried in Howard’s arms for another hour and wouldn’t tell him what was wrong but got up at six the next morning to put the turkey in the oven.


  The corn looks good. Howard stops and peels back the husk and the silk from a good-sized ear, without breaking it off the stalk. He has done this a dozen or so times during the summer—checking the crop, he says, but really he likes the solid feel of the corn in his hands, the neat stripping of the green husk, the silk sticking to his sweaty fingers, the firm yellow kernels in rows from end to end, and he has to restrain himself from doing it more often. The corn will weigh out pretty good this year. He remembers once showing Jody an ear on a stalk like this, standing beside her in a field like this on a hot autumn day with a storm coming up and cornstalks enormous around them. She’d never seen corn growing before, and she didn’t know how to tell a good ear from a bad one. That was a long time ago.


  She didn’t like it when he ran cattle. She refused to go out to the corral to look at them, and she flinched visibly whenever she heard them lowing. “They’re just going to be slaughtered,” she’d say when pressed, not looking at him. “When I see them they’re warm and alive, and all I can think of is hamburger.” Gary laughed at her; Eleanor had no patience. Furious with Gary, vaguely disappointed in Eleanor, hurt by Jody’s foolishness and sincerity against him, Howard would walk away from her, walk back hoping to know what to say, walk away again to tend his cattle. For a while he would feel guilty in spite of himself and would tell himself hotly that Jody liked beef as much as anybody. That didn’t seem to be the point, and he never said it to her. He never said anything to her about it. It was never worked out between them, and it bothers him to think about it now, to think about her.


  One night she went irrigating with him. He’d been up over twenty-four hours already and was moving in what he’d come to think of as his irrigating haze—doing what he needed to do, making decisions about the speed of the water or the lay of the land or a breakdown in the equipment, but not able to think about, not actually believing in, anything outside the narrow nighttime-daytime cycle of tubes and water and cracked dusty ground and growing corn. She’d be in the way. He’d have to make conversation. He didn’t want her to go, but was too tired to say so. She said she couldn’t sleep anyway, and she’d stay out of his way, and she wanted to see what a farmer’s life was really like. She said that with a slight smile, but it got to him and he agreed, woke her up for the two o’clock run. He remembers going shyly into the room and seeing her fast asleep.


  “Gary,” she said to his son, who was watching the late show on TV, surrounded by beer cans and cigarette butts, “come with us.” But Gary said no, he’d been irrigating before, and Howard realized with a start how long it had been since he and Gary had done anything together. He was tired, and the realization hurt; he went out of the house, and Jody went with him.


  They rode together in the clattering pickup. Its one crooked headlight skittered on the weeds along the ditch bank, the flashing animal eyes in the brush, the potholes in the lane. He remembers Jody saying, “My marriage is falling apart, Howard, and I don’t know what to do.”


  “I know,” he said, not meaning to get into it with her. He was tired and shaky, a little sick to his stomach.


  “I can’t reach him anymore.”


  “Neither can I. Neither can my wife.”


  “You and Eleanor seem to have the perfect marriage.” She paused. He remembers the way her voice sounded coming out of the darkness beside him, the way the weeds looked dark and moving on both sides of the road, and he remembers not saying anything, being afraid to say anything, wanting to say something that would matter to this girl without getting in over his head. He hadn’t had any sleep in more than twenty-four hours. It was like dreaming, his hands on the wheel, Jody’s voice like a frightened bird out of the darkness. “How do you guys do it?” she asked him.


  They reached the spot where the tubes were running, and he shut off the engine and the lights. Crickets and mosquitoes everywhere, a clear dark night, and the sound of the water running. He strapped the irrigation light around his head and in its beam could see that it was past time to change the water, and he felt an unreasonable panic. “It takes two to make a marriage and two to break it,” he said. He didn’t mean to sound cold. He remembers the tone of his own voice and winces, remembers the panic in his chest and Jody’s sharp intake of breath. “Come on, I’ll show you how to start a tube.” She never could do it, never could get the water out of the ditch and between the rows where it belonged. He teased her that she’d never make a farmer, and she grinned sleepily and said nothing more.


  The clouds fill the whole sky now: thunder and lightning, and it’s raining in earnest. The corn is taller than he is, green poles thick as his thumb all around him and clumps of tassels above his head a peculiar glowing color when he looks at them against the storm clouds. The wind has picked up. The tassels dip and curl, but the stalks can’t move much, they’re so close together. The leaves hiss. The fat ears tremble. He walks between two rows, checking an ear of corn here and there, listening to the thunder and feeling the electricity in the air, and all at once he looks up and doesn’t know where he is.


  All he can see is corn, tall and green and stirring in the wind, and the little piece of gray-black sky overhead among the tassels of the corn. He can’t tell which direction is which, where the mountains are or the house. The rows don’t seem to be running straight. He walks a few steps, stumbles, and finds himself in a spot that seems to have been planted haphazardly, hills of corn leading nowhere. He stops to catch his breath. He’s sweating, and his heart is pounding. This is crazy. The rain makes a flat slapping noise on the leaves that hem him in.


  It sometimes happens when you’re irrigating. You raise up from laying tubes, and you’ve been awake for twenty-four or thirty-six hours straight with just a catnap here and there, because you’ve got to use the water while you’ve got it, and your head swims and the headlights of the pickup don’t shine on anything you recognize. A pheasant flaps out of the darkness practically at your feet and sends you stumbling backwards, your heart in your mouth. It happens. You’re suddenly all alone in a place you swear you’ve never seen before, and everything is crazy.


  It’s the feeling he used to get talking to Gary, so he doesn’t try anymore. It’s the feeling he gets thinking about Jody. But he’s never gotten lost in broad daylight in his own cornfield before. He didn’t think it was possible.


  It’s really raining now, sheets of
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