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The desert outside Roswell, New Mexico, shimmered under a bruised 1979 sky, the air crackling with the ozone tang of a lightning storm’s aftermath. Frank Ortega, thirty-eight, climbed a utility pole off Highway 285, his lineman’s belt heavy with pliers and tape, the downed line spitting sparks like a wounded snake. He’d swapped his last name years ago, shedding a past of bar debts and a brother’s betrayal, his new life tethered to the hum of the grid. At 2:00 AM, his radio crackled to dispatch: “Whole sky’s humming like a fridge.” His laugh was rough, a spark in the dark, then static swallowed the line. His truck sat below, engine running, headlights cutting through the dust, a thermos of coffee steaming on the dash, still warm. Dispatch called, got no answer. By dawn, Frank was gone, his tool belt coiled on the ground, wires live, sparking in perfect Morse: O-R-T-E-G-A. Fifty yards out, the grass was fried, a single footprint burned into the earth - no drag, no trail, leading nowhere. Searchers swept the desert, their boots kicking up sand, finding no body, no tracks, only the pole’s faint hum, like a pulse that wouldn’t quit. Maria, Frank’s wife, stood by the truck, clutching his thermos, its coffee scent sharp, swearing he wouldn’t leave - not with his tools scattered, his lunchbox packed, his life wired to the lines he fixed. The police called it a runaway, maybe struck by lightning, but the clear sky and warm thermos didn’t fit.

The desert reclaimed the site, its sands shifting over the footprint, Roswell’s lights flickering as if mourning. Maria kept Frank’s work gloves, their leather worn, a relic of hands that tamed wires. The police closed the case, their radios silent, suggesting a drifter’s whim or a desert accident, but no body surfaced, no wreckage found. Maria haunted the utility office, asking linemen, dispatchers, anyone who’d listen, but they shrugged, eyes avoiding hers, the pole’s shadow looming like a silent judge. Roswell moved on, the highway’s hum drowning Frank’s absence, his truck towed to a lot, its battery dead but the thermos still warm in Maria’s memory. She stayed in their trailer, the air thick with his scent - grease, coffee, Old Spice - her dreams filled with his laugh, the grid’s buzz, his silhouette against a stormy sky. Maria’s nights were haunted by Frank’s hands, calloused from years gripping pliers, his laugh rough as the gravel he’d walked on Route 62. She saw him on the pole, sparks flying from his torch, his gray eyes catching hers through the storm’s haze, promising a life beyond the lines - a house paid off, a trip to the coast. The trailer held those dreams - his boots by the door, their laces stiff with mill grime, his thermos on the counter, coffee cold but still smelling of his morning ritual. Each night
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