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Part One — The Bright Country




Chapter One — The Salt Flats

Before dawn the flats were not white so much as the memory of white, a vast pale nothing laid out under a sky the color of an old bruise gone violet at the edges. There was no horizon to speak of. The salt simply continued until the eye gave up and handed the rest over to the imagination, and the imagination, out here, was not to be trusted. Elias Reeves had learned that much in fifteen years of walking dead ground. The desert did not lie, exactly. It only let you do the lying for it, and then stood back and watched.

He came up over a low swell of crusted salt with the slow, economical gait of a man who had taught his body never to spend more than a thing was worth, and at the top of the rise he stopped, because the wind had brought him a smell he knew, and the smell told him the day was already ruined.

Above him, low on the eastern edge where the light should have been thinking about arriving, hung the two comets. He had been watching them for three nights now, the way a man watches a fever he hopes will break on its own. The bright one led; the dim one trailed close behind it, half a length back, as though the second were the echo of the first and not its own object at all — a sound, and the sound coming back off a far wall. Their light did a thing that he had stopped mentioning to anyone, because the one time he had mentioned it Mara had looked at him with the particular careful tenderness she saved for the moments she thought he was working too hard. The light pulsed. Not blinking — pulsing, a swell and a fade so slow you couldn’t be sure you’d seen it, bright and then dim and then bright, as though somewhere above the dead flats the whole sky were drawing breath and letting it go, drawing it and letting it go, patient as a sleeper.

He told himself it was the dust. There was always dust out here, fine as flour, and dust could do strange things to light. That was the kind of sentence Elias kept in stock for exactly this purpose, a little inventory of plausible reasons, the way he kept water and a spare belt and a length of cable in the truck. You did not survive the salt without provisions, and the most important provision a man could carry was a reason not to be afraid.

Then he looked down off the rise, and there were not enough reasons in the world.

Below him, the ground had been arranged into one of those tableaux that the desert sometimes assembled out of human haste and then froze, so that you came upon it not as an event but as a kind of terrible furniture. Three vehicles sat at angles to one another, their doors flung wide, and the open doors gave them the look of beetles tipped on their backs, legs splayed, the way they go when something has finished with them. Glass lay scattered across the salt in a wide bright fan, catching the comet-light, and from up here it did not look like wreckage. It looked like someone had been carrying a great deal of sugar and had simply set it down all at once and walked away.

The bodies took him a moment longer to resolve, because the mind does that mercy for you, holds the worst thing back half a second so you can arrange your face. They lay where they had fallen, and what struck Elias first was not the stillness of them but the reaching — every one of them, men and what might have been a woman, had died with an arm extended toward something, a door, a weapon, a companion, a thing none of them had managed to close their hand around. They had all been in the middle of grabbing for the world when the world declined. Near the rearmost vehicle a dog lay on its side, still roped by a short tether to the bumper, its legs out straight, and that, somehow, was the detail that put the cold finger on the back of his neck. A man with a dog had not been expecting this. A man with a dog had thought he was coming home.

Elias did not run down the slope. He had seen aftermath before — he made his living in the country between an event and its discovery, the long quiet hours after the noise — and he had learned that running toward the dead accomplished nothing except to announce that you had panicked, and the desert kept a ledger of who had panicked. He read the scene instead, the way another man might read a sky for weather: the spread of the glass, which told him speed; the angle of the doors, which told him surprise; the absence of any burn, any blast, any of the ordinary grammar of violence, which told him nothing at all, which was the part that frightened him. Whatever had walked through here had not used any tool he recognized. There were no shell casings winking in the salt. There were only men who had reached for things and not reached them, as if the trouble had not been a weapon but a question, and the question had been more than they could answer.

He went down among them.

He read the dead the way he read everything, which was slowly, and against his own reluctance, because the reading was the part of the trade that paid in something other than money and cost more than money too. Each body was a sentence the desert had stopped him mid-reading, and he had learned long ago that you owed them the rest of the sentence whether you wanted to hear it or not. The heavyset one had been a man who ate well and slept badly; you could see the second thing in the deep lines bracketing a mouth that even in death had not let go of its worry. The younger one had a wedding band worn thin on the inside, the way a band wears when a man turns it on his finger in the quiet hours, and Elias did not let himself follow that thread, because somewhere there was a woman who would turn her own band tonight and not know yet why the turning had gone wrong, and a man could not carry every woman in every kitchen at the far end of every dead man, not and still walk. There was a thermos, fallen, its coffee soaked dark into the salt and dried, which meant they had been here long enough to have poured it and not long enough to have drunk it. There was a hand of cards spilled near the second vehicle, an interrupted game, and Elias stood over the cards a moment, because a game of cards told you they had felt safe — you did not deal a hand in a place you were afraid of — and the safety was the cruelest thing the scene had shown him yet, crueler than the reaching, because it meant the thing that came had not been expected, had not announced itself, had walked up on men playing cards in the certainty of their own afternoon.

And there was the quiet. He kept coming back to the quiet, because it was the one element of the scene he could not read, and the unreadable was always the dangerous part. Violence was loud; he had attended its aftermaths; it left its noise printed on a place even after the noise was gone, in the scatter and the burn and the broken grammar of things flung. This place was not flung. This place was set down. The men had not been blown apart or run down or made to fight; they had been, every one of them, interrupted — caught in the middle of a reach, a deal, a pour, a word — and stopped, the way a clock is stopped, not by force but by the simple withdrawal of whatever it was that had been keeping them going. Elias did not have a name for a thing that killed by interruption, that walked up on a card game and asked each man a question and then simply let him stop. He would not have a name for it for a long time. But he felt the absence of the name as a cold spot in his own chest, and he understood, crouching among the interrupted dead with the doubled comet-light on his neck, that he had walked into the aftermath of something the salvage trade had no entry for, and that the right thing, the only safe thing, was to climb back up the slope and drive away and let the desert keep its sentence to itself.

He did not climb back up the slope. He was a man who read the dead, and a man who reads the dead is, at the bottom of himself, a man who cannot leave a sentence unfinished, and that was the flaw the morning had been built to find in him, the same flaw that would carry him down to a fourth car and a case he should not touch.

The descent took longer than it should have. The salt crust gave under his boots with a sound like biting into something stale, and twice he sank to the ankle and had to lever himself free, and the whole time the smell got into the back of his throat and stayed there. He moved with method because method was all he had. He crouched at the first body, a heavyset man face-down with one cheek pressed to the crust, and he put two fingers to the side of the throat the way you were supposed to, not because he expected anything but because not checking would have been a kind of disrespect, and the skin under his fingers had already begun to give up its heat to the ground. Nothing. He went to the next, a younger one, eyes open and filmed with a thin dry crust of their own. Nothing. His breath was very loud in the silence. There was no other sound out here at all — no birds, this far out, no wind worth the name just now, nothing but his own working lungs and the small crunch of his weight shifting on the salt. Even the dog was silent, which was the loudest silence of the lot.

He had nearly persuaded himself that the whole field was finished, that he could do the brief grim arithmetic of a salvager — what was here, what was worth carrying, what the desert would be owed — when the hand closed around his wrist.

He did not cry out. He had trained that out of himself too, the year he was nineteen, a year he did not discuss. But his whole body went rigid as wire, and he turned his head slowly, the way you turn it when you are afraid the motion itself might break something, and found the dying man looking up at him.

The man was propped against the rear tire of the third vehicle, and he had been there, alive, the entire time Elias had been picking his careful way through the others, watching him come, saving the last of himself for this. His eyes were half gone, milked over at the edges, but the center of them still had a man in it, a man hanging on by his fingernails to the lip of something, and that man was looking at Elias with a desperate, leaking urgency, as though Elias were the last open door in a burning house.

“He flips for it,” the man said. The voice was barely a voice. It was the sound the body makes when it has decided to spend everything it has left on a single sentence, the way you’d empty your pockets onto a counter. “Don’t — don’t let him flip for you.”

Elias crouched lower, brought himself down to the man’s level, kept his own voice flat and quiet, the voice for frightened animals and frightened people, which in his experience were the same voice. “Who,” he said. “Who did this.”

The man’s lips moved as though tasting the question. When the answer came it came in pieces, each piece costing him, and Elias did not interrupt, because you did not interrupt the dying; you let them spend it however they wished, that was the one courtesy that cost you nothing and meant everything.

“We had it,” the man said. “We had it clean. The whole thing, clean, no trouble. And then he just — he walked up. Out of nothing. One man. Walking.” Something happened in the ruined eyes, a kind of awe that had outlived the fear, the way a candle sometimes burns brightest in the second before the wick gives out. “And he asked each of us to call it. Polite about it. Like a waiter.”

“Call what,” Elias said, though something low in his belly had already begun to suspect, the way you suspect the answer to a question you do not want answered.

The man’s hand opened. It opened the way a flower opens, slow and without will, the fingers simply ceasing to be a fist, and in the palm, slick and dark with the man’s own blood, lay a coin. An ordinary coin. The most ordinary thing in the whole bright country of the dead. The man stared down at it with a confusion so total that it had gone past horror and out the other side into something almost like wonder, the bottomless, vertiginous confusion of a man who has just understood that he lost a bet he never knew he had placed.

“I called heads,” the man said. His voice cracked on it. “I called heads and I don’t even know if I won. He covered it. He always covers it — he never lets you see. That’s the cruelty of it.” A sound came out of him that might once have been a laugh, wet now, terrible. “You die not knowing if you called it right. That’s the — that’s the whole of it. You go out not knowing.”

Elias had handled a great many dead and dying men, and he had heard a great many last sentences, most of them about money or about women or about God, and a surprising number about animals, and once, unforgettably, a man who had used his final breath to complain about a referee. But he had never heard a man frightened of not knowing, and the particular flavor of that fear — not death itself but the suspended verdict, the sentence left forever half-spoken — got into Elias and lodged there, and he understood, without being able to say how, that he was going to carry it.

“Then he’s gone,” Elias said. “He took the money.”

“No.” The man’s head moved, the smallest negation. “That’s the thing. That’s the joke of it. He left it.” The milky eyes drifted, found the fourth vehicle, the one set apart, half-sunk in its own drift of salt. “He never wanted the money. Why would he. He wanted the calling. The money’s still — the fourth car. He left it sitting there for whoever’s fool enough.” The hand made one last effort, the bloodied fingers trying to close on Elias’s sleeve and finding they no longer had the strength. “Don’t be the fool, friend. Don’t take the —”

The sentence did not finish.

Elias felt the grip fail before he saw it. The hand simply let go of its own weight and dropped into the salt, and the coin rolled out of the open palm — not far, a hand’s breadth, no more — and came to rest faceup in the white crust, anonymous, showing whatever it showed to no one, meaning nothing now, a small dull disc that had cost a man his last breath of certainty. The dying man’s face went slack in the particular way Elias knew, the way a house goes when the last light in it is turned off, and the leaking urgency drained out of the milked eyes, and then there was no one there at all, only the body, only the furniture the desert kept.

Elias stayed crouched a moment longer than he needed to. It was not grief, exactly. He had not known the man. It was closer to attendance — the sense that a thing this large ought to have a witness, ought not to happen entirely alone in the dark with the dog and the glass, and that he, having arrived, was elected to it whether he wanted the office or not.

He stood. His knees complained. He scanned the horizon out of long habit, the salvager’s reflex, checking the country for the country’s owner — and the two comets pulsed.

This time it was not subtle. This time the bright one swelled, fast, a hard sudden brightening that Elias felt on his face the way you feel a furnace door swung open, and in that surge of doubled light every shadow on the flats stood up at once and threw itself across the salt — and every shadow was two. Each body cast a pair of shadows, side by side, very slightly out of register, as if each man down here had been lit by two suns that did not quite agree on where he was standing; his own shadow forked at his feet into two long blue tongues that overlapped at the boots and separated at the head, and the dead dog threw two dog-shadows, and the wrecked vehicles each laid down a double of themselves on the crust, doubled and faintly out of true, like a photograph printed twice on the same paper a hair’s width apart.

It lasted a breath. Then the light dimmed back down its slow swell, and the second shadow of everything slid home into the first, and there was one shadow per thing again, the way the world had always promised there would be.

Elias stood very still and let his heart do what it was going to do.

“Heat,” he said aloud, to the dead and the salt and the comets and chiefly to himself. The word came out steadier than he felt, which was the entire purpose of saying it. “It’s the heat.”

It was not the heat. It was not yet seven in the morning and the flats were cold enough that his breath smoked, and he knew it, and he had a wife and a warm kitchen and a name for everything in his life that worked, and he was not, by temperament or by trade, a man who believed in two of anything. So he reached into the inventory and took out the reason, the way you take out the spare belt, and he put it on. It’s the heat. A man could not walk through a field of the dead and also entertain the possibility that the light had just shown him a world standing a half-step beside its own self. There was only so much a man could carry across the salt, and Elias had already decided what he was carrying.

He looked down at the coin in the crust, faceup, dull, a hand’s breadth from the dead man’s open palm.

He did not pick it up.

That much, at least, he got right, and some part of him knew even then that it might be the only thing he got right all day, and held on to it the way you hold on to a single dry match in the rain. He stepped over the coin, careful not to even shadow it with his boot, and he walked away from the third vehicle and the dog and the reaching hands, out across the open crust toward the fourth car, the one set apart, the one the dying man’s eyes had found at the end.

It sat alone, perhaps forty yards off, canted slightly where one wheel had dropped into a soft place, its driver’s door standing open. And the wrongness of it was a different wrongness from the rest — there were no bodies here. No one slumped over the wheel, no one in the salt nearby, no dog. The open door did not have the violence of the others, the flung-wide panic. It stood open the way a door stands open when a man has simply finished his thought, set down whatever he was holding, stepped out, and walked off across the flats without troubling to close it behind him, certain he would not be needing it again. As if the driver had not died here but had merely concluded.

Elias approached it the way he approached anything that did not fit — slow, from the side, letting it declare itself. He looked in.

On the passenger seat sat the case.

It was flat, dark, of a hard material he could not name, with the particular machined sobriety of a thing built to be locked and to stay locked. It did not look like money. Money, in Elias’s experience, was an embarrassing and disorderly substance, and the things that held it were always cheaper than the money itself. This was the opposite. This was a container that had cost more thought than most lives, and it sat there on the worn upholstery in the doubled comet-light, and it waited for him with a patience that he did not like at all.

He stood at the open door a long moment, and in that moment he was, briefly and entirely, two men. One of them was the salvager, the man who read the salt and kept the inventory, and that man was already cataloguing the case as found property, abandoned, owed to the desert and thus to whoever cleared it, and that man was already thinking of Mara and the things a great deal of money does and does not fix. The other man was the one who had just heard a dying stranger spend his last breath to say don’t be the fool, friend, don’t take the, and that man had no argument at all, only a cold dragging certainty in the gut, the animal knowing that comes up from below the words, and that man was saying, very quietly, leave it, get in the truck, drive home, never tell her you were here.

He looked back the way he had come. The dead lay in their reaching attitudes. The dog. The glass like spilled sugar. The coin in the crust, faceup, anonymous.

He looked at the case.

He took it.

He told himself, as he lifted it off the seat — and it was heavier than money has any right to be — that he would decide later, that taking it was not the same as keeping it, that a man could carry a thing a little way without it becoming his. He told himself several things, and he was good at telling himself things, it was his chief survival skill, and not one of the things he told himself reached the cold place in his gut, which had already gone quiet in the specific way that a thing goes quiet when it has been overruled and intends to remember it.

He did not look at the coin again. He carried the case back across the flats, past the dead, holding it a little away from his body the way you hold a thing you have not yet admitted is dangerous, and he climbed the slope to where his own battered truck waited at the edge of the salt, and he set the case on the passenger seat where some other man’s hands had set it not long before, and the upholstery did not know the difference.

What Elias did not see — what he could not have seen, because it was above and behind him, and because a man bent on not-looking misses a great deal — was the figure on the ridgeline.

High up, against the paling violet of the sky, where the comet-light gathered and ran along the edge of the world, a man stood. He had been standing there the whole time. He had stood there while Elias came down the slope and while Elias checked the throats of the dead and while Elias crouched to the dying man and took nothing from him, and he had stood there through the swell of doubled light, unmoved by it, neither doubling nor flinching, as if he were the one fixed thing the trick of the comets could not divide. He did not move now. He watched the way certain animals watch — not with hunger, not yet, but with the flat patience of a thing that has already counted the distance and the time and the outcome, and finds all three acceptable. He was too far for his face to be anything but a paleness. But there was a stillness to him that did not belong to the living, or perhaps belonged to them too completely, a stillness that the salt itself seemed to organize around, and in his right hand, turning over and over the knuckles without his ever once looking down at it, was something small that caught the light and let it go, caught it and let it go, in time with the breathing sky.

He could have gone down. That was the thing that would have surprised anyone watching the watcher, if anyone had been — that the man on the ridge had no need to wait, that the case was right there in the open car forty yards from where the salvager crouched, that he could have walked down through the doubled light and taken it off the seat himself and saved the whole long day. He did not go down. He stood, and he watched the salvager take the case, and he let him, and the letting was not laziness and not strategy, or not only strategy. It was something the man on the ridge did not have a clean word for anymore, having spent a very long time unlearning the words for things like this. He wanted to see where the case went. He wanted to follow the one who ran toward a thing rather than away from it. There was a hunger in the watching, but it was not the hunger people meant when they were afraid of him; it was older and stranger than appetite, the hunger of a thing that has set down its own capacity for a certain kind of wanting and now can only watch that wanting happen in other men, the way a man who has lost the use of his legs might watch dancers — not with envy exactly, the envy long since worn smooth, but with a flat attentive ache, a leaning toward a motion he can no longer make himself.

So he stood on the ridge and let the salvager carry the case home, because a case carried home went somewhere, and a case taken on a salt flat went nowhere, and the man on the ridge had all the time there was and meant to spend it watching a thing be wanted all the way to wherever wanting takes it.

Only when Elias’s truck coughed to life, only when the dust began to rise behind it and the salvager pulled away east toward the highway with the case riding silent on the seat beside him — only then did the figure on the ridge turn. He did not hurry. He had never in his life hurried, and would not begin now, on a morning that had gone, in every particular, exactly the way he had known it would. He turned and walked the other way, north along the spine of the ridge, unhurried, certain, a man stepping into the next thing the way another man steps off a stair he has climbed ten thousand times in the dark and never once missed — as though the outcome of the whole long day had been settled before any of them woke, and the only labor left in the world was the walking out of it.

Behind him, the two comets pulsed over the field of the dead, bright, dim, bright, and threw, for one last instant before the sun came up and washed them out, two faint shadows of one walking man across the white and waiting salt.




Chapter Two — The Long Road Home

The highway ran straight as a dropped plumb line for so long that it stopped being a road and became a kind of argument the desert was having with the idea of distance. Elias drove it at a steady, unhurried sixty, hands at the proper places on the wheel, and beside him on the passenger seat the case rode in silence, and he kept glancing at it.

He did not want to glance at it. He had told himself, climbing into the cab, that he would put it out of his mind, that a thing on a seat was only a thing on a seat, and that the discipline of not-looking was no different from the discipline he used on a hundred other things a salvager learned to leave alone. But the eye is a disobedient animal. Every few seconds it slid off the road and went to the case the way it would go to a snake coiled on the seat beside him — not because he expected it to move, but precisely because he could not be sure it wouldn’t, and the not-being-sure was a small steady drain on him, a tap left running somewhere in the back of the house. He would catch himself looking, and pull his eyes back to the road, and three breaths later he would be looking again. The case did nothing. That was somehow the worst of it. It simply sat there being heavier than money, more deliberate than money, and waited with the same machined patience it had shown him in the dead man’s car, as though it had all the time in the world and knew that he did not.

The radio played low, a thread of voices and music he was not listening to, kept on chiefly so that the cab would not be silent, because silence out here had a way of filling itself with whatever you were trying not to hear. The two comets hung ahead of him in the brightening sky, pale now, almost gone, two faint ghosts of themselves the way the morning star is a ghost of itself once the sun is up — there, if you knew where to look, and gone the instant you doubted them. Their pulsing had thinned to almost nothing in the daylight. Almost.

He reached up and flipped down the visor against the rising sun.

A photograph was tucked into the band there, soft at the corners from years of being looked at. Mara, on a beach, her head thrown back mid-laugh at something just out of frame — at him, in fact, though the photograph did not record that part, recorded only the laugh and the wind doing something marvelous and ungovernable with her hair, and the particular light that the sea throws up under a face from below, so that for once in her life she had been lit the way she deserved to be lit, all the time. He had taken it himself. He could remember the exact joke. He would not have been able to tell you what they’d had for dinner the night before, but he could have told you the joke that made that laugh, word for word, fifteen years on, because there were things a man’s mind filed under keep and things it filed under forget, and Elias had long ago stopped being surprised at the strange priorities of the clerk who did the filing.

He looked at the photograph, and something in his chest that had been clenched since the salt flats eased, not all the way, but a notch — the way a fist eases when you remind it there is no longer anything to hit. The dead men with their reaching hands receded a little. The doubled shadows receded a little. Here was the thing that was true, the one fixed point in a morning that had tried to come apart in his hands: Mara, laughing, real, waiting at the far end of all this straight road, and the simple animal fact of her gave him what the dead man had not had and the case could not give him. A reason. Not to be rich. To arrive. To come home alive and ordinary at the end of the day and set down whatever he was carrying and be, for one more evening, only a man with a wife and a warm kitchen and friends coming for dinner.

He became aware, looking at her, of the small old scar on the heel of his right hand where it rested on the wheel — a crescent, pale now, the shape of a thumbnail pressed into clay, the ghost of a salvage gone wrong when he was twenty-two and stupid and reaching, against every rule he now lived by, into a space he hadn’t cleared. A length of banding had let go and opened him to the bone. Mara had not known him yet, then. She had asked about it once, early, traced it with her finger in the dark, and he had told her the true and unremarkable story, and she had said it looked like a little moon, and after that it had been, between them, the moon, and on certain nights she would find it in the dark without looking and put her thumb in it the way you’d fit a key to a lock, and that was a thing the filing clerk had also marked keep. He turned his hand a half-inch on the wheel so the crescent caught the light, and he thought: home by noon. Hide the case. Wash the desert off. Be a man at his own table tonight, and start being afraid tomorrow, when there is room for it.

He had not always been a man who kept things. That was the part of his own story Elias found hardest to explain, on the rare occasions anyone asked, which was almost never, because the salvage country was full of men who had arrived there by shedding whatever they’d been before, and it was bad manners to ask a man what he’d shed. But it was true, and the truck on the long straight road was as good a confessional as any, with no one to hear it but the case and the photograph and the pale leaning comets. He had spent the first thirty years of his life perfecting the discipline of leaving things behind. It was the salvager’s first skill and his deepest one — to walk into a place full of what other people had owned and loved and died holding, and to take only what could be carried and sold, and to leave the rest without a backward look, because a man who grieved every abandoned thing in the desert would not last a season. You learned to want nothing you couldn’t put down. You learned that wanting was weight, and weight was what killed you out here, and so you traveled light, in the heart as in the truck, and you called the lightness freedom, the way the whole world would one day learn to call it freedom, though Elias did not know that yet, and would not understand for a long while that he had been, in his small private way, an early citizen of the country the comets were coming to unmake.

And then there had been Mara, in a diner at the edge of nothing, fifteen years ago, and Elias had broken his own first rule.

He could remember it with the unbearable specificity the filing clerk reserved for the things marked keep. She had been behind the counter, not because she belonged there but because she was stranded — a broken-down car, a wait for a part that would take three days to come from the city, a woman killing time by helping out a place too small to turn away the help. He had come in off a four-day run with the salt still on him and ordered the cheapest thing on the board, because he was a man who took only what could be carried, and she had brought it to him and then stood there, against every convention of the trade, and asked him what the desert was like. Not what he’d found. Not whether it paid. What it was like — as if the emptiness were a place a person might want to know about for its own sake, as if his days out there were a thing worth being curious over. No one had ever asked him that. He had been so unprepared for it that he had told her the truth, which was the second rule he broke, and the truth had taken most of an hour, and by the end of the hour the diner had emptied around them and neither of them had noticed, and Elias had understood, with the particular terror of a man feeling a weight settle onto him that he was never going to be able to put down, that he had found something he was going to want to keep.

He had nearly left anyway. That was the thing he had never told her and never would, because it shamed him — that he had paid for the meal and walked out to the truck and sat with his hand on the key for a long time, because keeping a thing was against everything he knew how to survive, and a woman was not a thing you could sell when the season turned, a woman was a weight you took on for good or you did not take on at all. He had sat there with the engine off, doing the only arithmetic he knew, the salvager’s arithmetic of what a thing was worth against what it cost to carry, and the arithmetic had come out, for the first time in his life, on the side of the carrying. He had gone back in. She had looked up from the counter as the bell rang, and she had not been surprised — she told him, years later, that she had known he’d come back, that she’d watched him sit in the truck through the window and known — and he had said the only true thing he had, which was I don’t keep things, I’ve never kept anything, and she had said well, you can practice on me, and that had been the whole of the proposal, fifteen years ago, in a diner at the edge of nothing.

He had been practicing ever since. That was what a marriage was, he had decided somewhere in the fifteen years — not a thing you had but a thing you practiced, a daily discipline exactly opposite to the one the desert had taught him, the discipline of wanting something you already had, of not letting the having turn the wanting off. Most mornings he was good at it. Some mornings he forgot, and went through the kitchen like a man going through a kitchen, and Mara would catch his eye over the coffee and he would remember, and cross the small distance of the room to her, and the remembering was the whole of it, the remembering was the marriage. He did not have the words for any of this. He was not a man of words; that was Soren’s office, at the dinners, the narrating. But he knew it the way he knew distances, in the body, below the words: that the case on the seat beside him was the old life reaching for him, the life of the man who took only what could be carried and wanted nothing he couldn’t put down, and that everything he had become in fifteen years was on the other side of the scale, in a warm kitchen at the end of a straight road, and that he had driven out this morning a man who kept things and was driving home, God help him, a man who had picked something up in the salt that he should have left for the desert to keep.

The reverie thinned, the way reveries do, and the road came back, and the heat, and the pale comets.

He passed a road sign.

It came up out of the heat-shimmer on the right shoulder, plain green, white letters, the dull municipal honesty of all such signs: MERIDIAN CITY 80. He registered it the way you register signs, which is to say not at all, a number filed and discarded in the same instant, eighty miles, call it ninety minutes at this speed, fine. The truck carried him past it and the sign shrank in the mirror and the straight road went on.

A mile later, give or take, the sign came up again on the right shoulder. Green. White letters. MERIDIAN CITY 80.

Elias’s foot lifted off the accelerator without his deciding it should, a small involuntary easing, the body acting before the mind had finished objecting. He frowned. He looked at the sign as it passed, looked at it properly this time, the way he should have looked the first time, and there was nothing to see — it was an ordinary sign saying an ordinary thing, except that it was saying it a second time, eighty miles from the city, a full mile after it had already said it once. He glanced down at the odometer. The little drum of numbers had turned over exactly the distance it should have turned over. He had not doubled back. The road behind him in the mirror ran arrow-straight to the vanishing point with no loop, no fork, no kindly explanation.

Two signs, he thought, and reached, the way he always reached, for the inventory. The county put up doubles sometimes; he had seen it; budget surplus, or one crew not knowing the other had already done the stretch, or a sign knocked down and replaced and the old post left standing a mile on. There were reasons. There were always reasons, and a sign was a far easier thing to find a reason for than a shadow, so he gave himself the reason and he took his eyes off the mirror and he put his foot back down, and the cold place in his gut, the one that had gone quiet and resentful back on the flats, declined to be reassured, and noted the sign, and filed it under its own heading, which was not the heading Elias was using.

He drove on. He did not look at the case for almost a full minute, which was the longest he had managed yet, and he felt obscurely that this counted as a kind of victory.

The straightaway ran on. And far ahead, where the road and its own shimmering reflection met and dissolved into each other, a figure resolved itself out of the heat — small, upright, standing on the right shoulder with the particular patience of the stranded. As Elias closed the distance the figure became a man with a pack at his feet and an arm raised, thumb out, the oldest signal in the country, the one that meant I am at the mercy of whoever passes, and I am betting it is you.

Elias eased off the gas. He did it before he had thought about it, an old reflex bred into him by the desert and by his father before the desert, because you did not leave a man standing in this heat with his thumb out, not out here, where the next vehicle might be an hour off or might be never, where a man on foot was a man with a clock running. It was not kindness exactly. It was the etiquette of a place that killed the careless, a mutual insurance policy written in courtesy, and Elias had collected on it himself more than once and had paid into it more than once, and the slowing of the truck was as automatic in him as breathing.

The truck rolled closer. The figure grew. And Elias got his first clear look at the hitchhiker’s face.

His foot came off the gas entirely.

The man on the shoulder was wearing Elias’s pack. Not a pack like his — his, the canvas one with the strap he’d mended himself with the wrong color thread because it was the thread he’d had, the mend visible even at this distance, riding the man’s shoulder exactly where it rode Elias’s own. And the man on the shoulder was wearing Elias’s face. Not a face like his. His. The same weather in it, the same fifteen years of salt and sun cracked into the same places, the same set to the jaw that Mara called the desert face, the look he got when he was deciding whether a thing was worth the risk — and the man on the shoulder was wearing it now, that exact look, turned toward the approaching truck with a mild, pleasant, faintly curious expression, the expression of a man watching something modestly interesting come down a road. The expression of a man who already knew how this went and was content to watch it go.

The truck drew level. Time did the thing it does, going thick and slow, every detail arriving with terrible clarity. The hitchhiker’s raised arm. The hand at the end of it, thumb up. And on the heel of that hand, pale against the sun-browned skin, a crescent. A little moon. The same little moon, the same size, the same place, the same faded years pressed into the same clay.

Elias did not stop.

He would spend a long time afterward — minutes, that day, and then nights, for the rest of his life — trying to recover the half-second in which the decision was made, and he would never find it, because there was no decision, there was only the body taking the wheel away from the part of him that decided things and slamming the accelerator to the floor. The truck lunged. The engine, an old engine, an honest engine, took a half-beat to understand it was being asked for everything, and then gave it, and the cab filled with the roar of it, and the case slid an inch on the seat with the surge and Elias did not look at the case, Elias looked at the road, and the hitchhiker — himself, his own face, his own moon — slid past the passenger window not three feet from the glass.

Their eyes met. For one suspended instant, the eye that was looking out and the eye that was looking in were the same eye, and the man on the shoulder did not startle, did not call out, did not lower his thumb. He simply watched himself drive past, with that mild pleasant curiosity, the way you might watch a leaf go by on a current, noting it, finding it agreeable, letting it go. As if he had all the time a man could want. As if there were no road in the world a man could take that did not eventually loop back around to where he stood.

Then he was behind, dwindling. Elias snapped his eyes to the mirror — he could not help it, the same disobedient animal that kept dragging his gaze to the case — and there in the long convex glass the hitchhiker stood on the shrinking shoulder, growing smaller, arm still raised, thumb still up, watching the truck go with no more concern than before, and as the heat-shimmer climbed up over him and began to dissolve him back into the country he had come out of, the last thing Elias saw, the thing he would see on the inside of his eyelids for years, was that the man had still not lowered his thumb. He was still, patiently, offering himself a ride.

Then the shimmer took him, and the shoulder was empty, and the road behind ran straight and bare to the vanishing point as if no one had ever stood on it at all.

Elias’s hands were white on the wheel. He became aware of this distantly, the way you become aware of a sound that has been going on a while — that his knuckles had gone bloodless, that he was gripping the rim hard enough to hurt, that his whole body had locked itself around the simple labor of keeping the truck pointed down the center of the lane while everything he believed about the arrangement of the world tried to slide off the table. He made himself loosen his fingers, one hand at a time. He made himself look at the road. He made himself look at the case, because the case at least was a problem with edges, a thing that money explained, a thing a man could in theory put down — and then he made himself look away from the case and at the road again, because there was nothing on that seat that was going to help him now.

He told himself the thing. He said it out loud, the way frightened men do, the way he had said it on the flats over the doubled shadows, because a thing said in the voice carries an authority a thing merely thought does not, and Elias needed all the authority he could borrow.

“Heat,” he said. The cab swallowed it. The radio murmured under it, a fragment of a voice saying something about a sky, about eight hundred years, and he did not catch the rest and did not try. “It’s the heat. It’s just the heat.”

It was the same lie he had told over the shadows, and it had failed there, and it failed here, and he knew it failed, and he said it anyway, twice more, because it was the only provision he had left and a man does not throw away water just because he has begun to suspect it is poisoned; he drinks it and hopes. It’s the heat. It’s just the heat. A man could see a thing at sixty miles an hour through a dusty window and be wrong about it. A man’s eyes, tired, frightened, half a day into a bad morning, could take a stranger with a similar build and a similar pack and lay his own face over it the way the mind lays faces over






