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Chapter 1
Rehearsal

LUCERO SKY RIDES — PILOT LOG Oct. 5. Milagro (~77,000 cu ft). Memorial rehearsal, fiesta field, Río Alto. Surface dead calm, hard inversion, frost on the shade side of the truck. Light SW drift aloft, less than 1 kt; shallow NE return layer below. Off the deck 0646, first light over the Sandías, ceiling unlimited. Rode the low drift over the NE corner at about a thousand AGL. Read the old office ditch lane behind the archive — chained both ends, tamarisk grown over it, nobody's road for years. One set of tire tracks laid fresh in the dew going in. A footpath worn dark from the lane to the archive's back door. A road nobody uses doesn't get used by nobody. Filed it. Landed 0731, all souls aboard and one dog first out. — T.L.

The field was the color of a struck match when I got there, cold blue with one orange seam in the east, and the grass went to glass under my boots the way it only does in October, when the night has started practicing for winter. There's a temperature at which dew stops being water and starts being a decision, and we were under it. My breath hung. Milagro's trailer ticked as the metal remembered the day before.

Marisol was already backing the crew-cab into position, the balloon-dented tailgate catching what light there was, and Dominic sat cross-legged on the drop cloth with his drone in his lap like a sleeping cat, warming its battery inside his coat because lithium and thirty-four degrees do not love each other. Ballast supervised. That is the only word for it. He walked the perimeter of the layout with the grave attention of a foreman, nosed the fan, nosed the mouth of the envelope where it lay long and slack across the grass, and then sat where he could see all of us at once, which is his preference in life.

"You're smiling," Marisol said, not turning around. "It's five-forty in the morning and cold enough to freeze the truth out of a man, and you're smiling."

"I get to fly Gus Vigil's memorial in ten days," I said. "I'm allowed."

"This is the rehearsal."

"I'm rehearsing the smiling."

Somewhere off across the field the fiesta was waking up the way it does — a fan coughing, a burner clearing its throat with that flat startled whump, a radio saying something to nobody. Forty-seven years since the man it was all built on had gone into the ground, and this year the number had grown a committee, and the committee a program, and the program a rehearsal at an hour God did not intend for anyone but pilots and priests. I loved it. I'll say it in the log. I loved all of it, the cold and the coffee gone lukewarm in the truck and the whole valley holding still to let us go up.

Tío Ramón was there, which I had not expected. He stood at the edge of the drop cloth with his hands in the pockets of the good canvas coat Rita had bought him a lifetime ago, and he watched me clip the karabiners with the flat unreadable patience he used to watch me with when I was seventeen and did not yet know that a balloon is mostly waiting. He'd been Gus's crew chief the year it all began. He did not talk about it, and I had learned across these past seasons and a great deal of natillas not to make him.

"Buenos días, Tío," I said. "You didn't have to come out in this."

"I wanted to see the big one go up." He nodded at Milagro, not at me. His face was doing something I couldn't name, quiet the way a stove is quiet after it's been turned off but the iron is still hot. The memorial was on him. I let it be on him. Some things you don't reach for; you let the wind bring them or you don't. "Keep your feet under you up there, m'ija," he said, which was what he always said, and then he said nothing else, which was not.

The archive door opened before I could worry about it. That building sits alone in the northeast corner of the field, a squat old adobe that used to be the fiesta office back when the fiesta fit in one room, and now it holds the paper — boxes and flat files and sixty years of a town writing itself down. Celia Ward came out of it backward, the way you come out of a door with your arms full, and turned around with two document boxes stacked under one arm and a canvas tote biting into the other shoulder, and looked at the field like a woman checking that it had behaved overnight.

"Don't set that fan where it'll blow grit at my back step," she called over, to me, though I hadn't moved the fan and had no plans to. "Six people a day track that lane dust in and nobody wipes their feet on paper's behalf."

"Morning, Celia."

"It is." She said it as a verdict. Celia Ward was sixty and had been a school librarian for most of those years, in Río Alto and down in Belen, and she carried the whole profession in the set of her shoulders — the certainty that things had a place, and that the place was not wherever you had left them. Prickly, the town said. Difficult. She was difficult the way a level is difficult, by refusing to agree that crooked was close enough.

She set the boxes down on the step with a care that had nothing careless in it. I wandered over, because the sun wasn't up and you don't inflate into an inversion any faster by scowling at it.

"Big day coming," I said. "Program's really happening."

"The program is a keepsake," she said, in the tone of a woman correcting a spelling. "Forty pages, saddle-stitched, and the whole town will keep it in a drawer and take it out at funerals. So it had better be right." She patted the top box. "I've got the founding in here. People think the founding is a story. It isn't. It's documents. A story you can love. Documents you have to reckon with."

"Hollis'll want a nice photo of Gus on the cover," I said, to see what she'd do.

She did exactly what I hoped. Her chin came up an eighth of an inch. "Mr. Trent commissioned a history," she said. "He will get a history. There are two pages in here I could set next to each other that would make certain people wish they'd commissioned a poster instead." She stopped herself — not guiltily, just efficiently, the way you close a drawer you've found what you needed in. "But that's for the page, not the launch field. You have a balloon to fly, and I have to get the cabinet unlocked before Whitlock arrives at seven-thirty to tell me I've filed the county wrong."

"You could let a puff piece go," I said. "Just this once. It's a memorial. People want to feel good."

She looked at me then, straight on, and there was warmth under the flint but she did not spend it on softening the thing she said.

"I don't write what people want remembered," she said. "I write what happened. That's the only kind of memorial worth the paper."

Then she picked her boxes back up, and told me again not to blow grit at her step, and took herself inside, and I heard the deadbolt go over behind her, four turns of a key that never turned smooth. I stood there a second longer than I needed to. Something in what she'd said had brushed against a thing I keep folded up small and don't take out, an old unease with no name and no evidence, forty-seven years deep, and I did what I always do with it. I folded it smaller and went back to my balloon.

By then the pavilion had lit up warm across the field, the board breakfast getting going — I could see the shapes of it, coffee urns and a folding lectern, Hollis Trent already working the room the way he'd worked it since 1979. He drifted out toward us at some point in the next while, courtly and unhurried, seventy-six and dressed like a man who believed a memorial deserved a pressed collar.

"There she is," he said, meaning me, or the balloon, or the morning; Hollis had a gift for a compliment that could land on anything nearby. "Teodora Lucero flying my Gus's flight. Your uncle taught you and Gus taught your uncle, and that's how a valley keeps a thing." He took my hand in both of his. "It means more than you know that it's you, m'ija."

"It's an honor, Hollis. Truly."

"The honor is ours." He glanced back at the pavilion, where his son-in-law was coming across the frost with a clipboard held level as a serving tray. "Bryce has us on a schedule. Bryce has everything on a schedule. Don't let him schedule the sunrise, it won't hold still for him."

Bryce Trent was forty-eight and moved through fiesta week like a man walking a wet floor he himself had mopped. "Teo," he said, pleasant, checking a box on the clipboard as he said it, so that my existence and its confirmation happened in the same motion. "Rehearsal ascension, six-forty-five, you're the anchor, La Paloma sits this one out, correct? Recovery on the field, no cross-country during the breakfast." It wasn't a question, though he tipped it up at the end to be polite. "And the archive stays clear of foot traffic. Celia's particular."

"Celia's right," I said.

"Celia's particular," he said again, evenly, and made another mark, and told us all to have a safe flight in the tone of a man reading it off a card, and went to go be procedural at someone else.

Wes wasn't there — he'd have been at Bosque Aerostat with the pump apart, because he test-flies what he fixes and fixes what nobody else in the county can, and he'd promised to be at the field for the memorial proper. I'd texted him a photo of the frost. He'd texted back a thermometer and nothing else, which from Wes is a love letter.

Then the eastern sky lightened over the Sandías and it was time, and everything I'd been narrating got quiet in me the way it does.

We stood her up. The fan first, cold air battering the envelope full and gray and enormous, Marisol braced on the crown line to steady the rising envelope, Dominic holding the mouth open, me on the burner. Then the heat. There is no describing the first long blast into a cold envelope except to say the balloon stops being laundry on the ground and becomes an intention. Seventy-seven thousand cubic feet of red and gold came up off the grass and stood over us, breathing, and the basket rocked upright, and I settled Ballast inside his secured basket harness and he hopped up against the padding and put his front feet on the padded edge like a figurehead, and Marisol let go, and the field let go, and the ground did the thing I have never gotten used to — it simply stopped touching me.

We went up into dead calm. In an inversion the air near the ground lies still and layered, cold on the bottom, and you rise through it like something floating up through the strata of a very clear pond. The valley opened underneath, all of it, the bosque a dark rumpled ribbon following the river, the acequias catching the low light in bright thin threads, the fiesta field a green table set with tiny people. No steering to it — a balloon goes where the air goes, and the only wheel you have is up and down, warmer to climb into one wind, cooler to sink into another. This morning the winds were shy. A whisper out of the southwest higher up. I found it at a thousand feet and let it carry me, slow, across the corner of the field.

That's when I saw the lane.

Behind the archive, on the far northeast edge where the field runs out and the tamarisk takes over, there's an old service road — a ditch lane, one of the acequia maintenance tracks from back when the ditches were walked every spring by hand. This one had gone out of use before I was flying. It runs sunk below the field in its own shallow cut, screened by tamarisk, with a narrow break along the top of the cut, and it's chained at both ends with a fiesta padlock because a chained gate is easier than an explanation. You cannot see it from the field. You cannot see it from the county road. I have flown over that corner a hundred times and never once had reason to look down into it, because there is never anything in it to look at.

There was this morning.

At the low sun, from a thousand feet, the dew showed everything. The whole field was a sheet of pale silver, unbroken — except down in that cut, one clean set of tire tracks ran in off the north chain and stopped, two dark lines cut through the frost where a vehicle had disturbed the damp surface; from up here I could not tell whether it had reversed over its own tracks. And from where it stopped, a path led up out of the lane and across the ten feet of open ground to the archive's back door: a worn dark ribbon in the silver grass, the exact color of grass that feet have walked the dew off of. In and back. In and back. A little trail beaten to the one door in that building that faced nothing, that opened onto nothing, that nobody had any reason to use.

I looked at it the way you look at a gauge that's reading wrong. A lane nobody uses. A door that faces the weeds. Tracks fresh enough to still be wet at the edges.

Then Milagro slid on the whisper of wind and the tamarisk closed the tunnel back up over its secret, and the corner was just a corner again, and I had a landing to make. I filed it. Odd, I thought. Somebody's been down Celia's forbidden lane. I'd tell her about it when I came down; she'd have opinions about people who tracked her dust around. I did not think anything larger. There was nothing larger to think, not yet, not that I could have named.

I descended into the shallow return layer the pibal had shown us, let it bring me back toward the clear recovery strip, and brought her down, a soft standing landing, the basket kissing the frost and settling. Once the basket was steady and I had unclipped his harness, Ballast was out first — over the side and onto the field in one glad brown streak, doing the lap he does, telling the whole valley we were down safe. Marisol had the crown line before I'd cracked the parachute vent, and Dominic came in low with the drone humming home to his hand, grinning about some shot he'd gotten of the formation, and the field folded back around me full of ordinary noise — the pavilion breaking up, boxes and coffee, somebody's engine, the flat happy chaos of a thing being built.

I looked back once at the northeast corner while we packed. You couldn't see the lane from here. You couldn't see it from anywhere down here — that was the whole trouble with it, though I didn't yet know it was trouble. A road nobody uses had gotten used before dawn, and only I had been high enough, at the right hour, with the light at the right angle, to have seen it. I coiled a line and reached for the next, and away across the frost the archive sat quiet in its corner with its four-turn deadbolt and its shut front door, and its back door, out where nothing faced it, standing on a little dark path in the silver grass that I was the only living soul to have looked down on.



Chapter 2
A Fall

The trouble with a good landing is that it leaves you nothing to do but coil line, and coiling line is when I hear things. I had Milagro's throat lashed and the crown line flaked out in a figure eight across the frost, and Marisol was walking the envelope down toward me hand over hand, squeezing the last hot air toward the mouth, when the pavilion made a sound it should not have made.

It's a particular sound, a crowd changing its mind about what kind of morning it's having. One second the board breakfast was breaking up the way a breakfast breaks up — chairs, laughter, the scrape of urns being wheeled — and the next it wasn't any of those things. It was a woman's voice going up at the end, and then two people moving fast where nobody had been moving fast, and then a silence that traveled, the way silence does across an open field, faster than the words that caused it.

"That's not good," Marisol said. She had stopped with a double armful of red-and-gold nylon and was looking past me toward the northeast corner. "Teo. That's coming from the archive."

I turned around with a line still in my hand.

Across the field, where the squat adobe sat in its corner with its shut front door, people were converging on it the way iron filings go to a magnet, from the pavilion, from the grid, from the trucks — not running, most of them, but walking with that stiff purposeful walk that is worse than running because it means the runners have already arrived and told everyone else to stay calm. Someone in a fiesta polo had both hands pressed to her mouth. And in the middle of it, backed up against the front wall of the archive as though the building had shoved him there, stood a tall man in a corduroy jacket I didn't know, gray-headed, gesturing with a hand that would not hold still.

I dropped the line.

I don't remember crossing the field. I remember Ballast wanting to come and Marisol catching his collar, and I remember the frost had gone from silver to wet dark under all those feet, and then I was at the edge of the crowd, close enough to hear the tall man saying the same three or four words over and over in different orders, the way people do when the sentence won't finish no matter how they start it.

"— came for my seven-thirty, the door was — I found her, she was just — at the bottom of the ladder, I didn't touch, I didn't move anything —"

"Sir." Deputy Cordova had a hand up, not touching him, just holding the air between them flat. "Sir, I need you right here. Right here is good."

The archive's front door was open. I got exactly one look through it before Cordova saw me and everyone else at the edge and put his whole arm out to make a fence of himself, and the one look is the one I'll keep whether I want it or not. The tall rolling ladder that lived in the far aisle had come down, and program pages had gone everywhere, loose proof sheets from somebody's careful founding scattered loose across the brick floor like the building had exhaled them. And at the foot of the ladder, low, where I made myself stop looking almost before I'd started, someone had already laid a coat. A good canvas coat, over what a coat is laid over. Whoever had done it had done it gently. That was the thing I took away and folded up and did not examine, standing there in the cold with my landing still in my legs: that somebody had already covered her, and had taken the trouble to do it kindly, before the rest of us ever arrived to be no help at all.

"Teo." Cordova's voice, low. "You don't need to be up here."

"Who," I said, and couldn't get the rest of it out.

"Celia Ward." He said it plainly, which I was grateful for; the ones who lower their voices to say a name make it worse. "Missed a rung, looks like. Off the top of it." He glanced back at the open door and his young face did a thing it was trying not to do. "Sheriff's on his way. Step back for me."

I stepped back.

The tall man in corduroy was Dr. Preston Whitlock. I got that from the crowd, which had already begun to do what crowds do, which is to appoint itself a chorus and tell the story to itself before anyone official could. He was the historian, the one from the university, the one Celia had said would arrive at seven-thirty to tell her she'd filed the county wrong — and he had, near enough, arrived at seven-thirty, and found the front door standing open, and gone in, and found her. He was telling it to Cordova and to the polo-shirted woman and to the air, and the more he told it the less of him there seemed to be inside the corduroy jacket.

"I had a consultation. Half past seven, we'd set it a week ago, I'm the regional authority on the territorial land grants, she wanted my read on the deed chronology —" his credentials came out of him even now, reflexive, a man reaching for the one railing he knew in the dark "— I drove down this morning, I was up north, I was in Santa Fe until late, I gave the Palace of the Governors lecture last evening, I only just — the door was open, Deputy, Celia never left that door open, she was particular to a fault about that door —"

"I know it, sir."

"— and I called for her and she didn't — and then I saw the ladder was over, and I —" He stopped. His hand finally quit moving. "I put my coat over her," he said, much more quietly, and that was the only moment in all of it that I liked him. "It didn't seem right, the pages all over her like that. She'd have hated the pages like that."

She would have. That was true enough to hurt. Celia Ward, who filed the founding in acid-free boxes and would not let a fan blow grit at her back step, laid out on her own brick floor under the loose leaves of the very program she'd been so exact about — no, she'd have hated that past all bearing, and a stranger from the university had been the one to know it and spare her, and I found I had to look at the Sandías for a while.

By the time the sheriff's Bronco came bumping across the field with its light bar going and no siren — you don't run a siren for a fall — the crowd had settled into its verdict, and the verdict was already the kindest and easiest one available. She fell. Poor Celia, up that ladder before anyone, always the first one in, always doing it herself. She was sixty. She was up a fourteen-foot ladder in the dark reaching for a top box. Of course she was; you knew Celia; she'd never in her life wait for a man to fetch a thing down when she could go up after it. It's a wonder, someone said, not unkindly, that it hadn't happened years ago. Heads nodded all around. There is a kind of grief that is mostly relief wearing grief's coat, and I watched it move through that crowd like warmth through cold air, because a fall is a terrible thing, but a fall is nobody's fault, and a fall lets the memorial go on.

Sheriff Baca climbed down out of the Bronco slowly, the way a big man of sixty climbs down out of anything before eight in the morning, and put his hat on, and looked at the open door, and looked at the crowd, and the look he gave the crowd was the look of a man reading a room he already half distrusted.

"All right," he said. Not loud. It didn't need to be. "Everybody that isn't a Ward or a deputy is going to give me forty feet. Cordova, tape." And Cordova, who had clearly been waiting for exactly this permission, went to the Bronco for the roll of yellow, and began stringing it corner to corner across the front of the archive, from the viga post to the rain barrel to the old hitching ring, boxing off the little adobe and its open door and its shut awful quiet, and the crowd took its forty feet with the docility of people relieved to be told where to stand.

Hollis Trent came through them like a boat through reeds.

I hadn't seen him arrive but of course he'd been at the breakfast, and now he came with his hat in his hand and his pressed collar and his face gone the color of the frost, and there was nothing courtly in him now, nothing worked. He got to the tape and Cordova moved to stop him and Baca said, "Let him," and Hollis stood at the yellow line and looked at the coat on the floor through the open door and did not go in. His mouth moved. Whatever it said it said only to Celia. Then he turned around and I saw that Hollis Trent, Mr. Fiesta, who had chaired this thing since 1979 and could compliment a fencepost, had no words at all, and that the grief on him was the realest thing on that whole field. He found my eyes in the crowd and didn't seem to recognize me. That's grief. It unfurnishes a face.

"She wrote it all down," he said, to nobody, to me, to the morning. "She was going to write it all down." And then his son-in-law had him by the elbow.

Bryce Trent had a way of arriving at a catastrophe that made it look like an agenda item. He came up on Hollis's far side with the clipboard still under his arm — I don't think the man's hand knew how to be empty — and he was already talking, low and level and terribly reasonable, the way you'd talk a horse out of a burning barn.

"Hollis. Hollis, come sit down. Let the sheriff work." His eyes went over the scene once, fast, cataloguing, and came to rest, and I watched him take charge of the air. "Deputy, whatever you need from the office, keys, records, you come to me. Celia's next of kin is a daughter, Adele, Albuquerque, I've got the number in the volunteer file, I'll make the call myself, it shouldn't come from a stranger." He was good. I'll give him that from the start; there's no point pretending I saw through him then, because I didn't, and neither did anyone. He turned to the crowd and lifted his voice just enough. "Folks. Folks, please. Out of respect for Celia and for the family, let's clear the corner and let these officers do their jobs. There'll be a time to grieve her properly. Right now the kindest thing we can do is give her some quiet."

It was the right thing to say. Every word of it was the right thing to say. People began, gratefully, to drift back toward the pavilion, to be useful with folding chairs and coffee, to have something to do with their hands, and I stood there and watched a tragedy get managed, smoothly, before the body was even moved, and told myself that some men are simply built to run a room and that thank God for them at a time like this. That's what I told myself.

"Teo." Dominic had come up beside me without my hearing him. Nineteen years old and gone gray in the face, the drone case hanging off his shoulder forgotten, holding the little controller in both hands the way he'd held the battery against his chest an hour ago to keep it alive in the cold. He was looking at the archive and not at me. "Teo, is she — did she really —"

"I don't know anything yet, m'ijo," I said, and put my hand on the back of his neck the way Ramón used to do to me. "Come away from here."

He came, but stiffly, still turned back toward it. "I filmed her," he said.

"What?"

"Not her. I mean — I don't know. I ran the whole rehearsal, Teo, the formation, start to finish, I had it up over the whole northeast end of the field the entire time you were flying, I was getting the corner and the archive in frame for the memorial cut —" his voice climbed and he made himself stop it "— and she was in there the whole time and I was up there filming the roof and I didn't — you can't see through a roof." He looked at me, wretched, needing me to tell him that a drone that had started eighty feet up over a happy field could not have known, could not have helped, was not to blame. "I didn't get anything. It's just the balloon and the field. It's just pretty."

"It's not your fault, Dominic. There was nothing to film." I steered him toward the trucks. "Nothing you could've done."

I believed the first thing when I said it. The second thing I heard myself say, and even as I said it something in me went very still and quiet and did not agree.

Because I had been up there too. I had seen fresh tracks behind the archive and a path to its back door. I had meant to tell Celia when I came down. Now there was yellow tape across the front, and no one left to tell who would only scold about the dust.

I stood at the tailgate with my hand on the cold dented metal and I did not tell Baca, and I did not tell Cordova, and I could not for the life of me have told you why not, except that the whole field had already agreed on a fall, and it was such a mercy of a story, and everyone I could see was so grateful to have it — Hollis undone, the town relieved, the memorial saved — that a set of tracks in a ditch no one could see seemed like a thing you'd have to be a special kind of person to bring up on a morning like this. A fall is nobody's fault. I wanted it to be a fall too.

But I fly for a living, and flying teaches you one hard thing above all the others, which is that the instruments do not care what you want. You can want a wind out of the south with everything in you. The pibal goes up and shows you north, and north is what there is. I had seen those tracks. Wanting a fall did not make them go away.



Chapter 3
The Archive

Baca let me into the archive the next morning, which surprised me until I understood it, and once I understood it I liked him better and worried more.

He'd kept the tape up. A fall doesn't usually rate a second day of yellow across the front of a building, and he knew that, and he'd left it there anyway, strung viga post to rain barrel to hitching ring exactly as Cordova had run it, gone silver with a night's frost of its own. When I came across the field with two coffees I hadn't decided yet were a bribe, he was standing at the tape with his hands in his jacket pockets looking at the shut back of the little adobe as though it owed him money.

"Lucero," he said, not turning. "You fly over this corner yesterday morning."

"I fly over this corner every morning there's a reason to."

"See anything worth telling me?"

There it was, offered flat, a door held open an inch. And I stood there with the cold coming up through my boots and did not walk through it. I told myself it was because I had nothing to give him but a set of tracks in a ditch that meant nothing on their own, and a feeling, and Ray Baca is not a man you bring a feeling to before breakfast. That was true. It was not the whole truth, and the part that wasn't true I folded up small and put it where I put such things.

"Balloons and frost," I said. "Pretty morning for it."

He grunted. He didn't believe me, and he wasn't going to press, and I saw then what the offer had really been — not a request for information but a reading of me, the way I'd read a sky. He'd decided something about my eyes. He half-trusts them. He half-trusts them the way you half-trust a dog that's right about strangers and also digs up the yard, because in his experience Teo Lucero's eyes come attached to Teo Lucero's habit of walking straight into whatever a sensible person walks around.

"Ten minutes," he said. "You look, you don't touch, you tell me if anything strikes you wrong. Cordova photographed it all yesterday so I'll know if you breathe on it." He lifted the tape for me himself. "Corva brought the maintenance key. Cordova will keep the door."

Silas Corva had the door the way a man has a door he's decided you shouldn't be let through. He was crouched at the deadbolt with a ring of keys the size of a horse's bit, sixty-eight years old and built like a fence post that had outlasted three fences, gray stubble, a canvas coat gone the color of the field, and an expression that had clearly been set to no sometime around 1990 and left there. Cordova watched him work the deadbolt and it did what that deadbolt does, which is turn four times and never once turn smooth, and he said, to the lock and not to me, "Told her a hundred times I'd plane that jamb. She liked it stiff. Said a stiff lock's an honest lock." He stood up with both knees complaining. "Now look."

"You knew Celia well," I said.

"Thirty years I've had the keeping of this ground." He said it the way another man might say a war he'd been in. "I knew her four of 'em. She was the first one the board ever brought in here that didn't treat me like the mice." He stepped back from the door and let me past him, and as I went by he added, low, so Baca wouldn't have it, "Whatever they're telling out there. She didn't miss that ladder."

I stopped. "You think so."

"I don't think. I keep the ground." He put his back to the adobe wall and looked out at the field, at the pavilion, at all of it he'd kept for thirty years while the board's money came in and rebuilt the grid and painted the signs and hired men like Bryce Trent to tell him where to park. "I fetched every box off the top of those shelves she ever wanted, four years running. Every one. She never went up after a high box in her life, not with me on the property, and I was on the property." His jaw worked. "You look all you want. I'll be out here where the air's better."

Cordova stayed at the threshold while I went in, and the air inside was not better, and I stood in the one room I'd only ever seen through a doorway and made myself do it slow.

It was one long room under a viga ceiling, cool and dim and smelling of old paper and older adobe and, faintly, of the dust Celia had waged her small war against. Shelving ran the length of both walls and made two aisles the way a chapel makes two aisles, and I saw right away that Celia had built herself two different kinds of country in here. Down the near wall, to my left, ran what I'd have called the map aisle — a bank of wide, shallow flat-file drawers, the kind that hold survey sheets and plats laid flat, and above them shelves at a reaching height, chest to shoulder, nothing you'd need more than your own arm for. Down the far wall, to my right, ran the other kind: deep shelving climbing clear to the vigas, and up top, ranked along the highest shelf where only a ladder would ever reach them, the heavy accession boxes, the archive's freight, gray and square and furred with the dust of years nobody had disturbed.

And on the rail that ran the length of that far high wall stood the ladder. The tall rolling library ladder, the fourteen-foot one, the one that had come down yesterday among scattered proof sheets beside a woman — photographed tipped on the floor with its rail






























