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CHAPTER 1

SOLAR POWER

(Greg Gnops’s Apartment, Tempe,
Arizona

7:03 a.m. Tuesday, Dec.
25th,
2012)

 


For some strange reason, Greg Gnops’s
phone had the audacity to reach out and touch his eardrums with its
digital wail on Christmas morning. His fingers fumbled about his
nightstand, just so they could latch onto the damn phone and hurl
it against the wall. They didn’t find their target.

In the background, the TV
played what had to be the hundredth airing of It’s a Wonderful Life. In the
drunkenly exhaustion resulting from his overly festive nature, he’d
left that idiot box on, almost letting James Stewart keep him up
all night with that holiday classic. Somehow, slumber had found its
way to him, and he intended to remain in bed until at least
noon.

The phone stopped pestering him for a
second, until it made its secondary strike with a ding indicating a
voicemail alert. Who had the gall to leave him a message at this
time of day, on a holiday no less? The contractor who hired him on
to help with construction at various sites had gone on vacation and
wouldn’t be back until March at the earliest. Greg had stashed away
more than enough money to get by until work resumed, but most days
he found himself itching to get back to work, pronto.

Today, however, was simply not that
day. Couldn’t his wake-up caller have simply not even bothered him
at all? What could have been so damn important that they had to
wake him up at this god-awful hour? Not even the thought of a
steaming cup of java could pry his weary bones from his
bed.

His hand came upon the remote. With
his eyes still closed, he pressed random buttons until it banished
Mr. Stewart and his cohorts from the airwaves. The Panasonic sighed
until it fell dormant after many hours of use. Greg managed a small
smile as he sought a return to the dark bliss of
slumber.

The phone sent another blare through
his bedroom. An ache formed around the summit of his nose, the
techno melody adding another degree of hangover intensity to his
head. Without an immediate, caffeinated fix, Greg knew the caller
would receive a steady stream of profanity. Restraint eluded him so
much more when he didn’t get enough time to tend to his post-party
recovery. He peeled his eyes open, cocking his head to the left,
where his nightstand stood. The room still lacked much
illumination, given that the first rays of sunlight had yet to
infiltrate his blinds. He could just make out the faint silhouette
of his phone, a few inches further away from where he’d found the
remote. He picked it up and glanced at the display screen. He
didn’t need to look beyond the 520 area code prefix to know who it
was that just had to ruin his sleep.

“Ashley,” he grumbled. “Why
can’t you call back later?”

He resisted the urge to give her
what-for, instead choosing to get back to her later, when there was
plenty of daylight out there and lots of coffee coursing through
his body. Regret immediately poisoned his heart the second his
phone rang a third time in as many minutes. Seeing no alternative
with the effects of an alcoholic stupor still lingering, he
answered.

“Merry Christmas to you too,
Ashley,” he said with a grunt.

“About time you picked up,
Greg. What’s the big idea of calling me last night when I was out
with friends?”

“I was calling to wish you a
Merry Christmas, Sis.”

Greg could hardly mask the disgust in
his tone. Had he really, at some point in his life, considered her
as the smarter Gnops child between them? She’d done so well in high
school, getting high marks in all her classes, applying for
scholarships, volunteering her time whenever possible. But when
she’d gone off to college, something changed. She dropped out of
Arizona State not even a full semester into her freshman year back
in 2008. Anytime he tried to ask her what went on, she’d respond
with a cold dose of the silent treatment that lasted for months. At
times, he couldn’t even see why he bothered with her.

“Well, that’s thoughtful of
you,” she said with an ounce of sarcasm dripping from her voice.
“Think you can just call me over the holidays, and that’ll make
everything right with us?”

Greg grumbled again. The pressure
between his eyes magnified with every nasty retort she shot his
way. He massaged his face until he tolerated the
throbbing.

“How’s your Christmas, by
the way?” he asked in an attempt to lighten up the mood between
them.

“Awful. Those friends of
mine ditched me at a bar to go hang out with some leather-wearing
jerk-wads. But I doubt you’d care about something like that, given
how little we see each other these days.”

“I’d come see you more
often, but you’re the one who moved from Tempe to Tucson. I can’t
exactly spend the money on gas when it takes me nearly $100 to fill
up at the pumps.”

“Excuses,” she said,
harrumphing.

Greg glanced down at his phone,
wishing he could melt it with some heat vision or something. Why
was it that people only got those sorts of abilities in the movies,
on TV, or in books? At most he could simply hang up on her, but
that would only result in her going all mushroom cloud on his sorry
ass.

“What do you want me to say,
Ashley?”

“Do I have to spell
everything out for you?” A burp carried over from her end of the
connection. “I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

That makes two of us, thought
Greg.

“I hoped we could talk,” she
mumbled, her words rapidly losing the hostility of mere seconds
ago. “I miss my little brother.”

Greg considered telling her that she
was the one who always cut off the communication between them, but
he was alert enough now to prevent himself from voicing that
sentiment.

“I miss you, too, Sis. What
are you doing for New Year’s?”

A slight hesitation carried through
from her end. If he hadn’t heard her breathing into her phone, he
would’ve checked to make sure that he still had enough bars on his
screen. Even after having been around for years, cell phones were
still fickle things.

“I’m going out with
friends,” she said.

“The same friends who
ditched you for some biker dudes at the bar?”

A whimper caught his ears, making Greg
believe that Ashley was finally about to catch up on the sleep
she’d missed out on throughout the night.

“Not those friends, Greg.
Other friends. I do have more than just a few, you
know.”

“I stand
corrected.”

“Gah!” Something sounding
like metal crashed in the background on the other end of the line.
“I don’t need this, Greg. I told you I had a rough night. Why can’t
you understand that?”

Greg pursed his lips. “I get that,
Ashley. We should get together sometime this week. I think it’d do
the both of us a world of good.”

Another abrupt silence fell over
Ashley. “Do you mean that?” she said after a minute.

“I do.” Greg wound his legs
around to his left, bringing himself into a sitting position. His
body had somehow mustered enough stamina for him to prepare for a
trip into the kitchen for caffeine. “Enjoy the rest of your
Christmas, Ashley. I’ll call you soon.”

“Bye.”

A click later, the connection dropped
and Greg’s display screen went dark. He pushed himself away from
the mattress and onto his feet.

Time for a cup of holiday java, he
thought.






######

(Greg’s Apartment, Tempe,
AZ,

11:30 a.m., Tuesday,
December 25th, 2012)

 


Greg’s phone didn’t ring for several
hours after his conversation with Ashley had ended. Seeing as how
Ashley was his only living relative, Greg didn’t expect to hear
from anyone else the rest of the day.

Unless, of course, Ashley decided that
an early morning serving of drama didn’t fulfill his daily
allotment, he thought.

Sensing the need to be ready for
another yuletide strike, Greg downed three cups of coffee in an
hour. His hangover disappeared and he was able to go about his day.
Although with no work and most of his friends out of town for the
holiday, he figured he’d spend the rest of the day in quiet
solitude, or at least in front of the TV, catching the Celtics-Nets
game at noon. He wasn’t really a fan of either team, but the Suns
weren’t scheduled to play that day. He might as well watch
something involving his favorite sport.

Of course, the phone rang as if
protesting his game day plan. He fought the temptation to ignore
it. After all, if he didn’t answer and it was Ashley, she’d send
him a can of Whoop-Ass via email.

Fortunately, the caller I.D. indicated
that the call came from his friend, Thomas Lavey. Thomas was a
little bookish, almost annoyingly so, with a scrawny, wiry body to
match. But Thomas always made sure never to bore Greg’s mind with
things it couldn’t fully fathom. He never talked down to Greg,
instead displaying a humble patience with Greg whenever uncertainty
muddied a particular subject. Many times, Greg joked about Thomas
being his personal tech support, but somehow Thomas took this as a
compliment.

“Merry Christmas, Thomas,”
Greg spoke into the phone.

“Same to you. Glad to hear
you’re up and about after all the fun we had last
night.”

Greg cracked a grin. That was another
reason he got along so well with Thomas, despite Thomas’s
intellectual pursuits. Thomas knew how to have a good time with
others outside his norm. A social bookworm was almost unheard of,
at least in Greg’s experience.

“Don’t get me wrong. I did
wind up waking up with a headache this morning. But a few cups of
coffee have made things right in my world again.”

“You got a headache after
drinking two beers last night?” Thomas sounded skeptical. “Usually
your headaches don’t start in until your third or fourth
bottle.”

Greg said, “Yeah, but two bottles of
beer will do it if my sister calls me at an untimely hour of the
day like she did this morning.”

“Uh-oh. What did Ashley do
now?”

“She returned my call from
last night.”

“Did she now?”

“Yep.”

The silence that followed didn’t come
as a surprise to Greg. In the four years that he’d known Thomas,
Greg had filled Thomas in about Ashley’s antics, particularly the
troubling slide from academic grace. It’d been Thomas who gave Greg
the most insight about Ashley’s struggle with setting too high a
standard and not meeting that expectation.

“You’ve got to be one of the
most patient brothers I’ve ever met. A lot of other guys would’ve
stopped letting any of their sisters’ drama seep into their lives,”
said Thomas a second later.

“It helps that she lives in
Tucson and I’m in Tempe. The distance is short enough that she
doesn’t feel isolated from me, but long enough that I can justify
not visiting her with high gas prices. It takes a lot to fill my
Frontier these days, you know.”

“You could’ve gone for a
more practical purchase back in the day,” Thomas reminded
him.

“Yeah, but I needed a truck
that suited me best.”

“I’m actually glad you said
that, because I have a favor to ask of you.”

“I’m all ears.”

Thomas took a moment, as if he was
having second thoughts about making the request in the first
place.

“Grams Lavey got me a new
telescope for Christmas. I was wondering if you’d be willing to
load it up into your truck and take it to Lost Dutchman in the
Superstition Mountains so I can do some epic
star-gazing.”

Taking a moment to remember what he’d
promised Ashley, Greg wasn’t sure he could make it out to Lost
Dutchman this week. Then again, Ashley’s hangover might make her
forget his half-assed commitment.

“I could probably do it.
When are you thinking of going out that way?”

“Thursday. The skies are
supposed to clear up nicely by about 10 p.m. We could get there a
few hours earlier, watch the sunset, set up the telescope, and just
hang out for a little while. What do you think?”

“Sounds fun,” Greg
said.

In its own way, watching the stars out
in the middle of nowhere did seem better compared to spending the
whole next week cooped up in his apartment. Despite his love for
watching the NBA matches his DVR had accumulated for him over the
past weeks, nothing beat hanging out with a good friend. The only
downside was that if Greg brought his Frontier with him, he’d be in
charge of getting them both safely home at the end of the
night.

“Why don’t we just camp out
overnight, then?” asked Greg.

“Go camping?”

“Sure. You know I might want
to have a beer or two. If we’re going to be watching the stars all
night long, we might as well make an adventure out of
it.”

“That does make sense,”
Thomas said with eagerness oozing over his words. “Tell you what.
Since you’re providing the transport, I’ll pay for the campsite.
It’s only fair.”

It was times like that when Greg found
Thomas’s need for logic to be particularly beneficial. He saw no
need to protest.

“Good plan, my friend. See
you Thursday.”

He watched the screen on his phone
fade to black. Afterwards, he planted himself on the sofa, his
27-inch LCD-TV waiting for him to supply it with his focus. Turning
on the television, he found his way to the start of countless hours
of basketball games.

With any luck, Ashley wouldn’t call
him back and foul up his plans for Thursday.

 


######

 


(U.S. Highway 60-E, Superstition
Highway,

3:15 p.m., Thursday,
December 27th, 2012)

 


Two days of silence from the phone
later, Greg found himself on his way to the Superstitions, with
Thomas riding shotgun. It only took Greg two hours that morning to
pack up everything he needed, half an hour to make the drive to
Thomas’s place, and another 45 minutes to get Thomas’s gear loaded
up. The fact that Thomas didn’t slack made Greg appreciate the guy
more.

He continued along U.S. 60 until a
combination of his GPS and highway markers led him onto AZ-88 at
Exit 196. Following the signage, Greg found Lost Dutchman, about
seven miles to the northeast of U.S. 60. Pulling into the
campgrounds, Greg parked his truck long enough to check in and pay
the fee, which Thomas promised he’d compensate Greg for once they’d
settled in for the evening.

Minutes later, Greg drove to site 44,
where both of them promptly went to work setting it up for the
night. Before long, they had two tents erected and placed rolled up
sleeping bags alongside them, one per tent, waiting for use. Greg
marveled at how well-coordinated Thomas seemed to be in putting up
the camping gear, along with the mass of muscle on Thomas’s inner
arms. Never once did Greg suspect that his friend might have
biceps.

“What’s up?” Thomas asked,
wiping the sweat from his brow. Perspiration dripped from his
jet-black bangs, forcing him to take out a bottle of water from the
cooler and rehydrate himself.

“I guess it’s been longer
since we last hung out. Have you been working out or something?”
Greg couldn’t help but ask.

Thomas cast a goofy grin that
immediately brought a sense of relief to Greg. He may have worked
on toning his body since the last time the two of them hung out,
but at least some things about his friend remained the
same.

“Yeah. A girl at the Tempe
Public Library found me perusing the biology section. I guess she
caught my eye something fierce because the next thing I know, I
checked out every book I could find on body-building.”

Greg gave him a sideways glance. “I’d
never guess you’d ever read something like that.”

“Normally, I wouldn’t. But a
little more muscle won’t hurt me. Physical attraction is vital in
the dating world, from what I’ve read.”

“You’ve got a lot more
reading to do, my friend,” Greg said, hoping Thomas read his smile
as an innocent expression.

“You’ve got that right. I
really struggled to make eye contact with that one girl at the
library. I never got her number either, so I doubt I’ll ever see
her again. But at least I’m a man on a mission now.” He set up the
telescope on its tripod, having it fully put together within two
minutes.

“Just go up to the next
woman you find interesting and look her in the eye,” said Greg.
“Show her you’re capable of approaching and talking to her, that
you’re interested in who she is as opposed to what you might want
her to do.”

“Why do I get the feeling I
should have had this lecture back in high school?”

Greg shrugged. “Because you were busy
hitting the books back then.”

“Touché.” Thomas pulled out
a cleaning cloth from one of his backpacks he’d brought along. He
then proceeded to clean the lenses on the telescope, prepping the
apparatus for the coming evening of stargazing.

Only problem was, scattered clouds
seemed to indicate that there’d be a rough time with stargazing
later. The sun itself seemed especially pestered as it tried to
shine some light through a particularly heavy blanket of
clouds.

“You really think the moon
and stars will be out for you tonight?” he asked Thomas.

“The forecast calls for
clearing skies. I’m not too worried. It’s not as if I’m going to
miss the Perseid Meteor shower or a lunar eclipse.”

Greg nodded and looked around. The
park appeared rather empty of other guests, even though it was
winter break for college and high school students. There were some
families strewn about the campground from what he could see, but
they had spread out across the expanse. Greg and Thomas’s
“neighbors” were in campsite 48, four away from them.

“Well, if the sky clears, we
should have a prime spot for viewing the stars,” said
Greg.

“Yeah. Bet I could even get
you to glance up at the sky tonight,” Thomas said, a grin of
mischief shifting his lips upward.

“I’m good,
thanks.”

Greg examined the telescope right
where he stood, a few feet away from the instrument. His mind
didn’t exactly crave the thrill of celestial wonder. The kind of
star search Greg enjoyed most involved old clips of Ed McMahon on
YouTube.

“Come on. It’s not like
using an excavator at your job. Using a telescope takes almost no
effort at all.”

Thomas proceeded to rotate it slowly,
stationing his face near the eyepiece. The demonstration lasted no
more than 15 seconds, if even that.

“You just look in through
here,” he pointed to the eyepiece, “and the whole sky above can be
viewed through it.”

“If I had a telescope, I
wouldn’t use it for viewing the stars,” Greg muttered.

Thomas chuckled. “Yeah, but you
wouldn’t want women to think you’re a peeping Tom.”

True, thought Greg. That gave him more
incentive not to go anywhere near the device, just in case there
were some females camping in the park. The last thing he wanted was
to create trouble with some unhappy campers.

“Now, the one thing you need
to be careful of is to not glance at the sun with this. Even as it
sets, the sun can do some major damage to your retinas,” Thomas
explained.

“Of course.” Greg shifted
his shoulders up and down, his body still a little stiff from the
drive from Tempe. He surveyed the western horizon and could see
shades of pink and orange meshing with the cloud cluster, which had
now spread itself a little thinner with dusk rapidly
approaching.

“I’ll be right back. I
packed away some star charts that could come in handy tonight,”
said Thomas.

Confusion fogged up Greg’s brain. “You
mean you chart those stars?”

Thomas stopped his gait long enough to
glance over his shoulder.

“Of course. I know I’m just
an amateur astronomer, but I still like to keep records of things
if I can.”

“Don’t they have
observatories for stuff like that, though? It seems to be a waste
of time to me.”

Thomas made a complete turn toward
Greg now. “A waste of time? Then why did you agree to come out
here?”

Realizing his error a little too late,
Greg felt a tingling in the pit of his arms.

“I thought we were going to
kick back, have a few beers, and just relax. I wasn’t aware you
planned for something like this. Sorry about that.”

To his surprise, and relief, he saw a
smile return to Thomas’s face.

“I may be working out a lot
more to make myself more physically appealing to women, but that
doesn’t mean I’ve let go of all my bookish leanings,” said
Thomas.

Greg laughed. “I’ll try to keep that
in mind, man.”

“Good. Now let me go get
those charts. You need a beer while I’m over here by the
truck?”

“Nah, I’m good.” Greg
stretched his arms and cracked a yawn.

Noticing the telescope pointed
westward instead of its polar opposite, he decided to make sure
nothing went wrong. Though the sun appeared to be losing its battle
with the clouds in the final minutes before sundown, he didn’t want
to take any chances. Spinning the telescope safely away from the
one direction that posed the most trouble, he found the temptation
to look through the mechanism irresistible.

A shiny glint above Flatiron Peak drew
Greg’s curiosity. He couldn’t help but smile as he caught a glimpse
of the evening’s first star.

“Ha! You’re so busted,”
Thomas said from behind Greg.

Greg jumped back a bit, not noticing
his elbow knocking the telescope out of its position and into a new
one.

“Guess I just couldn’t help
myself,” said Greg, facing away from the telescope.

“I don’t blame you. There’s
so much about the universe we don’t understand. It’s perfectly
natural to be curious about it, as well as ourselves. That’s why I
use these.”

Thomas nodded toward the binder in his
hand, almost filled to capacity with the notes and charts he’d made
in his amateurish studies.

“Guess I have a lot to
learn, huh?” said Greg.

“Don’t we all?”

Greg reflected on that for a moment as
he turned his gaze back toward the eyepiece. He let himself get all
caught up in the notion of having so much to learn still. His mind
unfocused on what he was doing, he caught a glimpse of something
bright that, at first, he thought to be the same star in the east.
The flare that struck his retina seared it just as Thomas had
promised. A second later, Greg yowled, reeling away from the
instrument.

“My eye!” he said, throwing
a hand over the damaged organ. A strange spectrum of green flashed
inside his eyelid, almost tingly in nature, like what happened
every time he rubbed his eyes.

He heard footsteps crunching gravel
from somewhere behind him, growing closer in distance. Thomas
shouted words that went ignored while Greg knelt down on the
ground, rocking himself back and forth. How could he have been so
stupid?

The pain only lasted a fraction of a
minute. Greg kept both eyes clenched shut, even though only the
one, his right, had suffered damage. Every optic nerve in the
afflicted region danced with the excess energy input, even while
the power diminished to certain numbness. A firm clasp on his
shoulder, coupled with the scent of Thomas’s deodorant failing in
the early evening heat, indicated precisely where Greg’s camping
partner presently stood.

“You didn’t look directly at
the sun through the telescope, did you?” asked Thomas.

“I thought the clouds still
covered the sun,” Greg replied with a wince. “I could’ve sworn the
telescope still pointed east.”

“It’s okay. We should just
get you to the hospital and have you checked out.” The sigh
released from Thomas’s lungs sounded forgiving in nature, as though
the guy felt Greg’s remorse over this screw-up was
genuine.

Greg nodded, opening his eyes with
great reluctance. Despite just the one eye suffering from the solar
energy injected into his retina by telescopic means, both of his
optical organs struggled to compensate for the blurriness now
dominating his vision.

Damn that telescope, thought Greg.
This never would’ve happened if I’d made plans with Ashley like I
was supposed to.

He glanced up to find Thomas staring
back at him. Again a prickly sensation intensified from somewhere
within his eyeballs. His gaze locked onto Thomas’s. When he tried
to pull back, it felt as though he couldn’t do anything but look
Thomas directly in the eye.

Then another surge of that greenish
energy swelled, making it impossible for Greg to see anything
beyond Thomas at all. The force that made Greg unable to stop
staring at his friend also started to fill his body with an unusual
rush of heat.

All of a sudden, his mind became
clouded with images of places and people, some he’d never before
seen, and some somehow strikingly familiar.

For a second, he saw Grams Lavey
sitting before him at a kitchen table in a burnt umber robe with
pasque flower embroidering. A deck of cards lay out on the table’s
surface, the cards dealt out in what had to be a game of Canasta.
Yet Greg had never before played anything related to cards other
than Texas Hold’em. How could he have recognized that style of card
game? More importantly, why did this image feel more to him like a
memory, even though in his heart he had never before seen the frail
Lavey in anything so casual?

Another vision inserted itself into
his mental view screen. He saw a street from the perspective of
someone riding a bike, crashing into another biker, this one a kid
who’d stopped suddenly in front of him. But this hadn’t happened to
Greg. He would’ve remembered the scraped elbows, the cuts, the
bruises, not to mention the trickle of blood around his knuckles
that this image showed.

Then Greg saw himself surrounded by an
audience taking up nearly every row of seats in an auditorium. All
eyes fell to him as if expecting him to speak. He blurted something
out; was it what they wanted to hear? Without warning, a
broad-backed woman with thinning hair and large spectacles
approached, holding a trophy in her hands. She gave it not to Greg,
but to the girl standing next to him, of whom he’d only now become
more aware.

“Congratulations,” the woman
said to the girl, “you’re the winner of this year’s spelling
bee.”

Greg finally shut his eyes, trying to
keep these bizarre images, whatever they were, from cropping up in
his mind. Things he’d never seen, things he’d never done, breathed
into his brain with such distinctiveness. Had he not really done
these things?

The truth came out at last when he saw
an image of himself hanging out with someone he couldn’t see. The
“other” Greg held onto Greg’s guitar. Greg found a familiar guitar
in his hands, too. Now that he realized it, his own fingers seemed
thinner, almost wiry.

Wait a second. Greg’s guitar, the one
the other him had, was black. The instrument presently in Greg’s
possession displayed a fine gold hue. Wasn’t Thomas’ guitar gold?
Then, did that mean that Greg had somehow stumbled upon Thomas’
memories by accident?

Greg awoke with a start, finding
himself lying face up on the ground. He shook his head clear to
better fight off the grogginess, which robbed him of clarity. The
moment his head cleared, he glanced around for Thomas. All he saw
at first was the telescope, still standing where Thomas had set it
up earlier.

“Well, that was weird,” Greg
said aloud. “The things I just saw all seemed to come from your
mind, Thomas, like I could read your thoughts or something.” He
looked around for his bud. “Thomas?”

Slowly he turned around. The lack of
any other movement in the campsite proved unsettling. Had Thomas
run to get help for Greg? Somehow, that didn’t seem likely, given
that the visions only lasted for a minute, at best.

He heard what sounded like faint gasps
for breath. Glancing toward the ground, he located the source
coming from a few feet away from the telescope. Thomas lay on his
side, his back to Greg. From what Greg could see Thomas was only
drawing in short spurts of air.

Rushing to his friend’s side, Greg
hefted Thomas off the ground with the intent of getting him to his
Nissan Frontier. The slight increase in Thomas’s muscle mass made
Greg grit his teeth.

He sure picked a fine time to pass out
on me, what with the extra weight on him, thought Greg.

 


 



CHAPTER 2

MEMORY GAIN

 


(Apache Junction Health
Center,

8:45 p.m., Thursday,
December 27th, 2012)

 


Steam billowed out of the Styrofoam
cup as coffee from the waiting room machine rushed to fill it. The
long day had already taken a toll well before the incident with the
telescope, and Greg knew it was a matter of time until fatigue set
in. He had to stay alert. After all, if there was a change in
Thomas’s condition, he wanted to be the first to know.

So far, his attempts to reach any of
Thomas’s family had utterly failed. It hadn’t helped that Greg
didn’t know anyone other than Grams. In the haste to get Thomas to
the Frontier, Thomas’s phone may have slipped out from a pocket, as
Greg couldn’t recall ever feeling it on his friend while securing
Thomas with the seatbelt.

Still unsure as to what had happened
exactly, Greg had found his sunglasses in the glove box of his
Frontier, and had slipped them on subsequently to Thomas passing
out. He imagined the glasses, coupled with the day-old stubble
running around his mouth and up and down his jaw line, gave him a
shady look. This kept him from pulling the hood from his sweatshirt
over his head. If the police wanted to ask him a question, he
didn’t want them to suspect any foul play on his part.

As the minutes and hours passed since
Thomas’s admission into the hospital, Greg found himself recalling
everything that had gone on leading up to this. There might’ve been
something he picked up on subconsciously, something that he’d
missed in the stress of the moment. With nothing else to do but
wait to hear from one of the physicians tending to Thomas, this
seemed to be the only way for Greg to be productive.

Out of it all, the one thing that
stood out most in Greg’s mind was how his gaze had latched onto
Thomas’s and wouldn’t relent. He’d tried so hard to pull away.
Hadn’t Thomas done the same?

The strange thing was that part of him
believed Thomas had really tried. He could almost recall with
perfect clarity a raw, primal terror, an emotion that only served
to make Greg’s friend freeze where he stood. Another flicker of
that odd, green energy swam about in Greg’s mind, but this one
didn’t have the same urgent feel as the last one. It was more like
he saw this one from the mental screen of memory, like he had the
spelling bee, or that game of Canasta with Grams.

Was it possible? Had Greg somehow
absorbed some of Thomas’s memories into him? The force that had
kept Greg from veering his head away might’ve given Greg the
temporary ability to read parts of Thomas’s mind.

But Thomas was nowhere near him now,
and as far as he could tell Greg found himself unable to read the
minds of the hospital staff or the other people sitting at the far
end of the waiting room. So how was it that he could still see
these same events with the same clarity hours later?

He shook his head, trying to focus on
something else. Ashley. He could think about her. Not that an extra
shot of drama in the same week would’ve perked him up, but he still
needed to make that call and plan something they could both do
together. A trip to the Apache Junction area was simply out of the
question, given the circumstances. Maybe he could drive out to
Tucson and take her out to lunch or something. Even though she’d
stiffed him before in paying back any of the many loans he’d given
her, buying her lunch might actually do some good. At least it’d
show her that he was trying to make an effort.

Greg took another sip of his coffee,
the liquid already cooling much too fast for his liking. It didn’t
help that what he’d poured tasted burnt, like he’d filled his cup
from a pot that had been sitting on the burner for hours, and not
from that vending machine. Still, caffeine was caffeine. Besides,
he couldn’t stand the taste of tea, or soda for that matter. But he
did need that extra boost of energy, especially now. For the
moment, he saw himself as nothing more than a slave to that
infernal contraption that poured coffee made with a questionable
quality.

He glanced over at the receptionist
sitting at her desk, strands from her dark bun coming undone after
what had to be a long shift for her. With the way her hands cupped
her ears and how she stared down at her desk, it seemed an
inappropriate time for him to check up on Thomas.

What if the doctors wouldn’t know
anything for hours, or maybe even days? Greg wasn’t family, just a
friend. Surely the hospital had reached other members of the Lavey
clan by now, even if it looked like the receptionist out in front
appeared as if she was in a ten-round battle with her job, and
losing.

I should at least try to
reach Grams again, he thought. She should still be up. It’s not
like she ever goes to bed before catching the latest
Letterman.

Greg paused with his cup still perched
near his lips. How had he known that Grams stayed up for late night
talk shows? It’d never come up in any conversation he’d ever had
with Grams or Thomas. Yet he knew this fact like he had it
imprinted in his brain for many years.

He was about to head outside to use
his phone again when one of the doctors, a husky man with brown
hair, a grey beard, and thin glasses, approached him.

“I’m of the understanding
that you’re the one who brought in Mr. Lavey tonight?” the doctor
asked.

Adjusting his sunglasses before he
looked at the doctor, Greg said, “I am.”

Through the filtered lenses he could
just see a scowl take form upon the man’s face, not at all a good
sign. Greg’s heart rate accelerated to a tempo that almost
threatened serious harm to the most vital of his organs.

“Are you family?”

Greg shook his head. “Just a friend.
I’ve been trying to get a hold of his grandmother. I don’t have
numbers for anyone else in his family, and I think Thomas’s phone
was lost back at the campsite we were staying at. I was about to
make another call to the grandmother when you came
over.”

“See that you do. She should
get here as quickly as possible.”

“Hopefully someone can get
her out here from Tempe,” Greg said with a sigh as he wandered
outside.

 


######

 


(Apache Junction Health
Center,

2:30 a.m., Friday, December
28th,
2012)

 


Grams Lavey arrived, slightly thinner
than what Greg remembered from the last time he’d seen her. Part of
him knew she’d been getting like this for quite some time, with all
the visits in and out of the hospital she’d made in the past
several months.

But he shouldn’t have known this. It
wasn’t as though he saw her every single day for the past year. Yet
that same tiny shard of his brain remembered eating breakfast with
her most mornings and playing Canasta in the evenings.

What’s wrong with me? Greg thought,
keeping his words from reaching his mouth and filling the air
needlessly.

“Where’s my Thomas? Where is
he?” Grams asked Greg, her voice trailing off.

Greg pursed his lips, knowing it
wasn’t his place to say. He gestured toward the doctor, the same
husky man from before who was now approaching, and frowned, unable
to look her in the eye.

“Ms. Lavey?” said the
doctor. “May I have a moment of your time?”

“Of course!” she said, her
tone growing edgier the longer it took for anyone to supply her
with answers.

Greg watched the two of them wander to
a corner of the waiting room where no one was able to hear them.
His heart sank when Grams let out a defiant howl, followed
immediately by a collapse into a nearby chair.

Damn it, Greg thought.

 


######

 


(Greg’s Apartment, Tempe,
AZ,

6:14 p.m., Monday, December
31st,
2012)

 


 


Liquid poured from the beer bottle in
Greg’s hand as he kept his lips grazing the container’s rim. Swish
after swish of the sweet beverage found his mouth ready for
delivery. Ordinarily, Greg would’ve held off cracking open a cold
one on a Monday, but New Year’s Eve was upon him and he had no
intention of going anywhere.

Especially not after I failed to
explain Thomas’s accident to Grams and the other Laveys, he
thought.

He set the beer down on a coaster on
the end table to his left, stretching his legs out on the coffee
table in front of him in preparation for the upcoming match between
the Suns and the Thunder. All day long, basketball games had filled
his screen, but they mostly featured teams that he couldn’t give a
damn about. So far in the season, the Suns were 11-20, with only
two of fifteen games played on the road won. Greg kept his fingers
crossed that the Suns would pull themselves out of their slump, but
it didn’t look good going into a match against Oklahoma City, who
held a stellar track of losing just two of seventeen
games.

Damn Zombie Sonics, Greg thought,
reflecting on the nickname that Bill Simmons of ESPN used to mock
the Thunder.

He shifted his legs again,
his left one rolling over on top of the weekend edition of the
Tempe Morning Star, which he had turned straight to the obituaries. The ink of a
red felt pen guided by Greg’s hand had traced a circle around an
entry in the “L” section. By all rights he should’ve thrown that
paper away, but for some reason he kept it around. Maybe it
would’ve helped to let the reality of Thomas’s death sink in. Greg
still couldn’t shake the shock of what had happened back in Apache
Junction, even days later.

Part of it was because he still didn’t
understand what had happened to his eyes. Not willing to take any
chances, he kept his sunglasses close to him at all times, mostly
in front of his face whenever he was out in public. At home, he
pocketed them away until any and every instance in which a knock at
his door facilitated the need for slipping them back on.

Thank god Ashley hadn’t called him
since Christmas morning. He didn’t need to cope with her emotional
baggage on top of everything he’d gone through over the past few
days. Still, the danger of harming her with his gaze occurred to
him. If she were to pay him an unexpected visit, it might put her
in danger. He refused to let the same thing happen to her. As much
as they bickered at times, she didn’t deserve to lose her
life.

He reached for his beer again,
swallowing down another swig an instant later. Ah, much better. The
frothiness itself almost did the trick on its own. Another couple
of bottles, some more awesome basketball action, and he could call
it good on the last day of the year. Hell, maybe he could just
sleep right on through all of New Year’s Day, if he was
lucky.

Greg’s phone, still on vibrate after
spending all that time at the Apache Junction Health Center, buzzed
from where it sat next to his beer. The caller ID told him that it
was Ashley again, which probably meant she had some sort of drama
with which to ring in the New Year. He let the call go directly to
voicemail with the hope that Ashley might assume he was out
enjoying a night on the town, rather than sprawled out on his couch
and coffee table watching TV.

His phone went off again with the same
person trying to reach him. Greg reeled his legs in, nearly
knocking the newspaper off the coffee table in the process. He sat
up and reached for the phone. Why the hell hadn’t Ashley just left
him a voice message? Was her problem so great that she had to keep
pestering him until he picked up?

Grudgingly, he pressed the answer
button on his phone.

“Hello?”

“About time you answered,
Greg,” Ashley said, her tone remarkably clean of anger. “You never
called me to make plans this past week. I wanted to make sure you
still wanted to get together sometime soon.”

“Sorry about that. A friend
of mine passed away unexpectedly,” he told her, seeing no reason
not to share that information with her. Ashley usually didn’t seem
to pay much attention to others’ pain and troubles, though, not
when hers seemed to consist of a more critical nature.

Then again, by opening up to her about
the past week’s events, he ran the risk that she might take this
opportunity to pay him a visit in the early morning hours of
January first. Of course, that’d only be after she fulfilled her
need for getting drunk for the third straight New Year’s in a
row.

“I see. Well, maybe you’re
better off enjoying a quiet night at home tonight,” she
said.

Greg couldn’t keep his jaw from
slacking. “Are you feeling all right, Ashley?”

“Of course I am, or rather I
will be once the partying gets under way. My date is about to pick
me up in twenty minutes, and we’re going to head on over to a bar
or two tonight.”

“Enjoy yourself, but for
your sake, try not to overdo it.”

“I’m not making any
promises. Anyhow, do you have any plans this week?” she
asked.

Hard-pressed to find a gentle way of
rejecting her desire to hang out for whatever reason, Greg said, “I
doubt it. Given what’s gone on, I think I may lay low this week.
This was one of my closest friends who passed away, after
all.”

“Hmm. It’s beginning to
sound like you made up all this business about your friend dying
just so you wouldn’t have to visit me,” she suddenly accused
him.

Greg let out a heavy sigh, already
feeling utterly defeated.

“And just how would you
know?”

“Past experience. So fess
up. Tell me what’s really going on with you, and why you don’t want
to see me.”

Greg did his best to sidestep the
topic, but nothing came to mind. The temptation to hang up on her
and blame it on his phone carrier struck again, but that would’ve
been too cruel. Besides, no matter what he said, Ashley wouldn’t
have believed him at all. There had to be something he could say,
something that would get her off his case.

But if she could never believe a word
he breathed, then maybe it had more to do with her insecurities
than anything else. If he could just offer her some sort of
reassurance without playing into her drama, it might propel their
relationship toward a better place.

“I already told you the
truth, Ashley. You know I’ve never had any reason to lie to you,
now or ever. Why can’t you take me at my word?” he asked
her.

“Maybe because your word
doesn’t mean much to me, especially when you can’t even take a
moment out of your oh-so-busy life to call your sister and make
plans to do things with her.”

“Don’t make me responsible
for your feeling bored. I thought you were enjoying the party there
in Tucson.”

A grunt of irritation cut across the
line.

“There are reasons why I go
to more than just one bar whenever I go out, Greg. I’ve got so many
places to be and people to meet. Only, lately the social life in
Tucson has become dull for me. I need to go hang out with someone
in Phoenix.”

He tried connecting the dots that
scarcely made up her sense of logic, but nothing added up for
him.

“Don’t you have friends in
the Valley that you could look up rather than me? Why do I have to
be your first choice?”

Another grumble erupted from
her.

“Because you’re my brother,”
she said. “Unless family doesn’t mean much to you
anymore.”

“It does,” he recanted with
a sigh. “I’m sorry I failed to make plans with you.”

“You ought to be. I oughta
drive out there tonight and give you what for.”

“There’s really no need for
that. We can make plans later this week, maybe for next weekend. I
just need a few more days to myself.”

Especially if I’m ever able to get to
the optometrist and have my eyes checked out, he bitterly
thought.

A whistle from the TV, followed by a
roar from a crowd, told Greg that the game between the Suns and the
Thunder had already begun. Somehow, in the course of talking with
Ashley, he’d lost track of the time. It usually worked out like
that. He counted on, and had set his watch by it, Ashley’s guilt
trips as one of the ultimate time-sucks. Spending an hour on the
phone with her, Greg felt like he lost three years of his life
listening to her bellyaching.

“Greg, are you still there?”
she demanded to know.

“Yeah, I’m just watching a
game on TV.”

“Well, that’s rude, sitting
there paying more attention to your stupid boob tube than to
me.”

Greg shook his head, refusing to
dignify that with an answer. It wasn’t that he couldn’t come up
with one; oh, several had sprung to mind throughout the
conversation. But to actually counter with a snide remark would
make him stoop to her level, especially when Ashley only wished for
a chat, despite the melodramatic way she’d gone about
it.

“Sorry about
that.”

“Not as sorry as you’re
gonna be,” she said with an empty laugh. “I’m coming over this
week, and you’re not going to weasel your way out of it like you
always do.”

“What?” He couldn’t believe
his ears. “I said I’m fine. You don’t need to come out this week.
We can get together next week, or maybe the week after
that.”

“Not a chance. I have this
friend I want you to meet. Unless you’ve been lying to me about
your relationship status on Facebook, you don’t have a girlfriend
and I want to be an auntie soon.”

Greg muttered under his breath. So now
Ashley took it upon herself to play matchmaker, too?

“You didn’t need to do
that.”

“I wouldn’t have to,” Ashley
countered with a snarl in her tone, “if you were already hitched
with a little one on the way.”

“Can’t you just give me
another week? I haven’t even gone to Thomas’s funeral yet,” Greg
replied.

“No,” she said with the
utmost defiance. “You’ll thank me for this later, trust me.” Then
the connection died and the screen on his phone went blank once
more.

Doubtful, thought Greg.

He cast his phone back onto the end
table surface, almost causing it to fall off the edge on the end
furthest from him. The score at the end of the first quarter was
28-32 with the Thunder ahead. Between Thomas dying, Ashley’s
constant drama, and the lackluster first quarter on the part of his
favorite basketball team’s defense, what little beer remained next
to him just wasn’t going to cut it for Greg.

He hurried to retrieve a second bottle
before the start of the second quarter.
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