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For Liz,

whose friendship I'll never deserve

but always cherish.








  
  






Moments become memories and people become lessons. That's life.Unknown








  
  Boerne


"You alive,  coneja?"
I clench my eyes at Finch's muddy, gravel-shot voice. He sounds like my head feels.
"C'mon, Irene. Show me some sign of life, or I'm calling the Sheriff."
I turn my face, and a throbbing cloud of red blots my thoughts as sunlight bleeds through my eyelids. It's morning, and I'm outside, my skin tightening under the ragged heat of the early sun.
"There you are. I brought you this."
The snap of an unsealing water bottle grabs my attention. My eyes open, a foolish choice in my current state. Daylight screams and turns to a cascade of pain under my scalp. Working my arm from under me, the ground crumbles away, my weight shifts, and I sense myself laying on a gentle slope.
"You made it farther this time." 
I don't answer. My hand flops up, fingers lurch for the water I know he's handing me. The bottle slips into my palm, and my fingers close around Finch's callouses and scars. The ruts of those textures shoot a lightning chill through my overheated body.
My hairs stand on end, and I work the bottle to my lips. I gorge, unabashed at my gluttony or vulnerability. Finch knows me, understands my strange life and its quirks. He has them, too. Only he wears them on the outside, and cannot hide them the way I can. 
The empty flavor of the tepid water is the best thing to pass over my tongue in recent memory.
"I said that you made it father this time, coneja." His words end with a chucking sound, followed by a sequence of hammer cracks that explode inside of my head and make me want to scream. Three strikes; it never takes a fourth to drive the yard stakes he uses to mark my sleepwalking. "Check for yourself."
His hand clenches under my shoulder, heaving me to my gelatin feet before I can protest. After a prolonged moment of nauseating motion, I come to a rest, my landlord's grip in my armpit the only thing holding me from melting back to the Earth.
"Look."
My squint allows in a sliver of the raw Texas sun. There's a haze I have to blink off before my hangover-walloped brain can make shapes from shadows.
Finch holds a claw hammer by the head and points with its handle. First at the newest wooden yard stake, waist-high, the wood full and fresh from being in his climate-controlled workshop until this morning. Then the orange grip aims at another stake, a few yards away, bleached after three merciless days under the raging sun. Then farther still, to another. And another. A line of markers running from us to the Airstream I rent from Finch. A dozen of them now, a visual history of my nighttime episodes, and a timeline of the prolonged effects of dry rot on cheap wood.
"You made it all the way across the damned tank last night," he says.
The "tank" is—or was—the artificial pond on Finch's property. When I moved in, it had already receded from my "water-side porch" by several feet. In the 18 months since, ground erosion and evaporation had claimed the water, and not a drop of rain had fallen. The stocked catfish died off as the tank shrunk, their habitat clamping around them like a vice, then their leathered corpses becoming food for the carrion birds moving east with the desertification.
Bringing the bottle back to my chapped lips tilts the world, and Finch's hand clamps on me harder.
"It's empty, dumbass." Finch pulls the bottle from my shaking grip, and I wonder how he can hold the bottle and the head of the hammer in one hand. His palm is massive enough, but scars consume every piece of skin I've seen on him. His sensitivity to pressure and temperature and textures is so low, he often drops things without realizing. Yet beneath the numbed skin is a physical power I could never hope to match.
There is a tickle in my throat. I need more water. I want to ditch this heat and cool off. And my fluttering gut tells me that if I cough, I might vomit, too.
"Why don't you come up to the house for breakfast? I've got chorizo cooked. Make some eggs, too."
"Tacos?" The word breaks apart on my lips, crumbles to dust, but the thought shifts my rumbling tummy into hunger. Water, then food. And Finch's assertive coffee that's confident enough to stand up and fight this goddamn hangover on its own.
"Yep. But clean yourself up first. I'm pretty sure you pissed yourself, Irene."
My gaze falls. He's right—a wet stain across the crotch of my jeans is fading into the parched air.
So now water, then shower, new clothes, and finally, food. It's good to have a plan for the day.

      [image: image-placeholder]Spicy breakfast is my favorite thing in the universe. Hangover or not, there is nothing better for my mental state than a chili-laden, pepper-slinging meal you can hold in one hand while the other grips a mug of hot coffee. It's counter-intuitive, drinking a hot beverage with spicy food, but the experience is borderline ethereal. One heat subtracts from the other, rather than adding to it. I don't understand the physics of it, but my old roommate in college had been studying human cognition. She tried to explain it to me once. Something about separate neurons in our bodies for temperature and pain. 
The musings on my paused academic life fade when Finch drops another taco in front of me. "Eat up, coneja. The protein will suck up the poison in your gut."
"Thank you." My words are solid now, backed by hydration and food and caffeine. I look up from my seat at his kitchen table, smiling at his inscrutable expression standing over me. The scars limit his movements, force him to deliberate every effort. So his rigid grin appears forced, what Dad would call a "church smirk," but it's genuine, spreading lopsided into the swirls and pocks of his cheeks, favoring his right.
His gaze drifts after a moment, and he shuffles to the kitchen. Hand near the coffeepot, his eyes track his fingers as they wrap the handle and lift. A stiff turn, and Finch brings the carafe to the table and eases it on a folded dish towel. He sinks into his seat across from me, his bald and ruddy head framed in the doorjamb leading to his spartan living room.
He speaks as I devour the first bite. "Same dream?"
I nod, letting the oil from the chorizo dribble on my plate. The food is near tepid, having been off the fire for several minutes. The running fat is growing viscous, so I chew another mouthful before I lose my appetite.
Finch waits for me in the comfort of his infinite patience.
"Pretty much," I tell him. "I heard someone calling for me. I guess I tried to find them." A lie of omission—I don't discuss how the voice had rattled everything, that it screamed my name, over and over, hollers of longing and agony, until I moved. I'm not sleepwalking during these episodes. At least, I'm aware of what's around me. It's just that what's around me isn't real. The colossal voice scrapes memories out of my head. Unfolds them from precise and delicate origami shapes to a wrinkled and creased truth.
Last night's episode had been grueling. Reliving the moment Dad told my brother Wes the cancer had won. That he was planning a medically assisted suicide. The three of us sitting at a table in Wes's favorite diner in Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. A nylon gingham tablecloth dividing the distance between us check by speckled check. Except, the memory wasn't right. I could see myself and Dad, because I was looking through Wes's eyes. Feeling his angry words ripping up his cigarette-bored throat, even if the boiling emotions were my own: not anger or rage, but an immense fear that prevented me from taking my eyes off Dad, as if my gaze alone was keeping him alive, and looking away would make him cease to exist. 
I've never shared these aspects of my sleepwalks with Finch. Not because I don't trust him; honestly, what we share is beyond friendship, closer to chosen family, our orthogonal lives crossing in ways neither of us can explain.
But Finch tries. He's shown, over and over, that he wants things to make sense, so much that he focuses beyond what he can see and assumes the impossible. Which is why I've been keeping these details from him. The mystic portents of my dreams are not lost on me. But I don't base my choices and actions on hunches and feelings. And I don't need Finch wringing out useless symbolisms from my subconscious.
"Any thoughts on what it means?" he asks.
I avoid his direct gaze as I stuff the final wad of taco into my mouth to buy precious moments to consider my response. The eggs and sausage have gone tepid. The spice burns, but without the temperature, the pain is unsatisfying.
I take my time chewing, then wipe my face with a paper napkin before I lean against the hard wood of my chair and sigh. As I sip the overpowered bitter kerosene roast Finch uses to stab through his broken taste buds, I consider how to parry his conversational lunge.
I don't want to discuss my dead father. Or my fugitive brother. Or how everything unraveled for me in Dad's last days. I'm tired of reliving it, every damned day and night. I'm sick of the anger. It's exhausting. I want to live my life, and to do that, I need Wes to face the consequences of his choices.
The frog clears my throat with a rasp, and I meet his steadfast stare. "It's nothing to read into. I drink too much."
"Oh, I disagree. Not about drinking yourself stupid, but that these... what are we calling them? Walks? That they don't have meaning in them."
I sigh with unabashed exhaustion. Finch knows I don't enjoy talking mystical bullshit, yet he's consistent about bringing us around to it.
"Irene, where the hell are you trying to go on these walks?"
I shrug, set my coffee mug on the table. Finch takes it as an ask for more coffee and tops me off. "I'm not going anyplace, Finch. My body is
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