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  ACT I  

THE RETURN



"The desert does not create thirst. It reveals it."

 


CHAPTER ONE

HOMECOMING



The highway died at mile marker forty-one.

It didn't end so much as give up — the asphalt thinning to a pale gray suggestion of itself before surrendering entirely to cracked hardpan that the maps still insisted on calling Route 9. Mara Ellison had been on that road before, years ago, when she still had the muscle memory of this drive in her hands, when her body knew without being told the exact moment to ease off the gas and let the car coast. She didn't ease off now. She came in too fast, the rental car's undercarriage skimming over a ripple in the earth that sent a shock through her spine and rattled the travel mug in the cupholder and launched her phone off the passenger seat into the footwell, where it lay face-down and uselessly signal-free, as it had been since she'd crossed into Nevada four hours ago.

She drove on. The hardpan opened into salt flats.

There was no other word for what she felt in that moment except recognition — the gut-level, involuntary recognition of something she had spent fourteen years trying to forget the shape of. The salt flats of Siltwater Crossing extended from the edge of the road in every direction, pale and vast and absolutely still, cracked into irregular polygons by decades of heat and absence, like the surface of something that had once held water and lost the argument. They caught the midday sun and threw it back in a way that made the air above them shiver. Not a mirage, not quite — just light behaving strangely over a landscape that did not behave normally to begin with. Mara had read, in some long-ago geography class or some long-ago book, that the cracks in salt flats could run as deep as eighteen inches. She thought about that now. She thought about all that depth, all that hollow reaching down beneath the brilliant white surface, and she thought: yes. That is exactly what this place feels like. Beautiful above. Empty underneath.

The town appeared on the horizon forty minutes later.

It appeared the way it always had, which was to say it appeared like a mistake — like the landscape had briefly forgotten itself and conjured a collection of structures that shouldn't reasonably exist here, in this heat, in this silence, out past the end of everything that made sense. She could see it from a distance of maybe five miles: the water tower first, bone-white and rust-streaked, rising above the flat earth like a raised finger. Then the dark thread of main street structures. Then the churchyard's iron fence catching light at the far edge of town, a low dark shimmer. The town sat on a slight elevation — almost imperceptible, maybe thirty feet above the surrounding flat — which had protected it from the worst of the desert flooding in 1912 and 1931, had given it just enough advantage over the terrain to survive. The elevation also meant that when you drove toward Siltwater Crossing you drove toward something that seemed to float, untethered, hovering at the dividing line between the salt flat and the sky. A mirage that didn't disappear when you got closer.

Mara pulled the car to the side of the road — there was no shoulder, just the place where the hardpan was slightly less cracked — and sat with the engine running and both hands on the wheel and looked at the town for a moment that lasted longer than she intended.

Her mother was in the ground there. Three days dead, according to the paperwork. Mara had received the call from a woman named Evelyn Ward, who introduced herself as a friend of Ruth Ellison's and who had spoken in the calm, organized manner of someone who had handled this kind of phone call before. The call had come at six-forty in the morning, California time. Mara had been awake already, sitting at her kitchen table with a coffee she hadn't touched, reading her own voice messages the way you do at six-forty in the morning when sleep has already given up on you. She'd listened to Evelyn Ward explain that Ruth had passed quietly in her sleep and that the arrangements had already been made, the burial already scheduled for the end of the week, and that Mara might consider coming if she was able. Might consider. The politeness of it had been a kind of accusation she'd deserved.

She pressed the gas and drove toward what remained of her hometown.

∴  ∴  ∴

The air was the first thing.

When she stepped out of the car in front of the Starlight Motel at the north end of Main Street, the heat hit her like an open oven — not the dry, clean heat of the California desert she'd grown used to, but something thicker and older, a heat that carried information with it. Dust, certainly — the particular mineral smell of alkali dust that had settled into the back of her memory and never quite left. But underneath it, something else. Something she didn't have a word for at twenty-four, when she'd left, and still didn't have a word for now: a low, faint, persistent smell like old iron and deep water, like the inside of a cave or the soil at the bottom of a dried-up lake. Not unpleasant. Not pleasant. Simply there, underneath everything, a base note in the olfactory landscape of Siltwater Crossing that she suspected existed nowhere else on earth.

She stood beside the car with the door still open and breathed it for a moment.

The town was quiet in a way that seemed to exceed mere midday stillness. Main Street ran three hundred yards from the feed store at the south end to the gas station — long since converted to a kind of general store — at the north. The buildings were low, mostly one story, some two, constructed from the same sun-bleached adobe and timber that they'd been built from in the 1890s and periodically repaired with whatever was available. They wore the sun the way old skin wears it — not gracefully, but honestly. Paint peeled back from the sides of structures in long strips like shed skin. The wooden sidewalk boards, where they remained, had warped and grayed to the color of old bone. Two vehicles were parked along the street — a pickup so old it was not clear whether it still functioned, and a tan sedan that looked like it had never been washed. There was no one walking. No sound except the faint movement of dry air and the distant, occasional creak of a sign she couldn't locate. The town was present but not inhabited, occupied but not alive, in the way of all places that have been too long in the process of ending.

Fourteen years. She had not been back in fourteen years and in that time she had sent money — reliably, more than she could easily spare in the lean years — and she had called on birthdays and holidays and certain ordinary Tuesdays when the guilt had become specific enough to require direct address. She had sent flowers once for her father's funeral, white lilies that she'd ordered from a florist in San Francisco without asking anyone if that was appropriate, and she had not come. She had not come for her father and she had not come for any of the seven Christmases or four Thanksgivings or the two occasions when her mother's health had given genuine cause for concern, not the ordinary concern of a daughter about an aging mother but the specific, pressing concern of a woman who had received calls from Siltwater's only medical provider — a man named Trent who was more of a very dedicated nurse practitioner than a doctor — informing her that Ruth Ellison had been found in her garden in the heat of the day and needed a ride inside. Both times Mara had said she'd come. Both times work had intervened, or rather: she had let work intervene. She was an investigative journalist for a magazine that no longer had the circulation it once had, which meant she was continuously pitching, continuously filing, continuously performing the relentless competence of someone who is afraid that stopping means not starting again. Work was architecture. Work was the structure she had built over the hole that Siltwater Crossing occupied in her interior geography.

Work was not why she hadn't come. She had not come because coming meant seeing the town. Seeing the town meant feeling what the town made her feel. She was very good at not feeling things she had decided not to feel, and fourteen years of practice had made her better. The professional assessment of herself, if she'd been asked to give one, was efficient. The honest assessment was afraid.

She pulled her bag from the backseat and walked toward the motel office.

∴  ∴  ∴

The Starlight Motel had not improved in her memory's absence. It had twelve rooms arranged in an L-shape around a small gravel lot, the exterior painted an institutional beige that had at some point aspired to cream and now aspired to nothing. A neon sign above the office still spelled STARLIGHT in letters that were two-thirds illuminated, the S and the second T gone dark, leaving it to announce: TARL GHT, which struck Mara as a kind of inadvertent poetry about diminishment. The office door was propped open with a cinder block. Inside, a box fan oscillated. A man stood behind the counter.

He was in his mid-seventies, she thought, with a face that the desert had done to him what it had done to everything else here — stripped and simplified and clarified, leaving a kind of elemental legibility. Deep lines, sun-dark skin, pale eyes that tracked her across the threshold with a watchfulness she might have called suspicion if she didn't think watchfulness was simply his mode. A name tag on his shirt said DECKER. He did not smile when she entered but he was not unfriendly; his expression was simply beyond the range of facial behavior that included smiling, the way certain very old animals are beyond playfulness — not meanly, simply by distance from it.

"Ellison girl," he said. Not a question.

"That's me," she said. "I called ahead. One room, two nights."

"Mm." He produced a key from beneath the counter with the unhurried movement of someone who has retrieved thousands of keys and found the urgency behind the gesture unconvincing each time. Pressed it to the counter between them. Room seven. "End of the row." He paused. "You'll want to keep the window unit running. Gets cold at night. People don't expect that."

"I grew up here," she said.

"I know." He looked at her steadily. "Cold still catches people off guard."

She picked up the key. He made no move to continue the transaction, to turn back to whatever he'd been doing before she walked in. He simply stood, hands folded on the counter, watching her the way you watch something you're waiting to see do a thing you already know it will do. It was an uncomfortable feeling, specific and strange, and she did what she always did when she was uncomfortable: she catalogued it. Filed it. Moved on.

"Thank you," she said.

"Yep." And then, just as she reached the door: "Sorry about your mother. Ruth was a decent woman."

She stopped in the door frame. Didn't turn. "Thank you," she said again.

"Funeral's day after tomorrow," he said. "Burial at the churchyard."

"I know," she said. "I'm here for it."

A pause. When she glanced back over her shoulder, he was already looking away, at something on the wall behind him, or at nothing. "Good," he said quietly, to himself or to her or to neither. "Good."

She walked to room seven. The key went in stiff and turned only when she put her shoulder behind it, and the door swung open to release a concentrated hit of dry, still air and the specific motel smell of industrial cleaner and air conditioning and the faint beneath-note of forty years of strangers passing through. The room was clean. The bedspread was a pattern that might have been southwestern-themed in 1986. The painting above the headboard showed a landscape that could have been anywhere but managed to look specifically nowhere. She dropped her bag on the chair, went to the window unit and turned it on, then stood in the middle of the room with her hands at her sides and breathed.

Through the window, looking west along Main Street, she could see the churchyard.

She had not intended to — she'd registered it only as a shape against the dusty evening sky when she'd driven in, had kept her eyes forward and professional — but the room's window faced directly toward it and there it was: the old iron fence at the edge of the church property, the silhouette of a stone chapel that had not held regular services since 1948. And inside the fence, visible from here as a kind of organized light, lanterns. Staked into the earth around the perimeter of the churchyard in a double row, golden and steady in the still air, dozens of them burning in the late afternoon light even though it was not dark yet, as if they'd been lit some time ago and left to burn down through the daylight into the evening. The churchyard grounds were carefully tended — she could see from here that the earth between the graves was free of the scrub grass and blown debris that had characterized the place in her memory. Someone had been at the grounds recently, and not just for her mother's sake. The whole yard had the quality of a prepared space. A stage, arranged for something.

She stood at the window for a moment, then put it from her mind. Funeral preparations. People in small towns made ceremony out of death in ways that larger places had stopped doing. It was the intimacy of scale — in a town of a hundred and forty people, every death was loud. Every grave was a neighbor's grave. She understood this rationally and she filed the lanterns under local tradition and turned away from the window.

∴  ∴  ∴

She unpacked methodically: clothes in the dresser (two days' worth, she was not planning to extend the trip), laptop on the small desk, charger plugged in, voice recorder on the nightstand next to the alarm clock. Notebook opened to the first page. She was always working — not because every moment of her life was story material, but because the habit of notation was how she organized experience, gave it grammar, made it comprehensible. If she wrote it down, she could look at it from outside herself. She could afford to look at it then.

She opened her laptop and wrote: Arrived Siltwater Crossing, 5:14 PM. Town population estimated 120-140. Highway gives out 12 miles from town limits. First impression: suspension. Everything here has the quality of being on the edge of some event that has either just happened or is about to. Can't tell which.

She stopped. Deleted the last sentence. She was not here to report. She was here to bury her mother.

She picked up her phone. The signal icon cycled uselessly through its search. No bars. She'd known that coming in — she'd downloaded the directions offline, had called her editor from outside Las Vegas to explain she'd be unreachable for a few days. She had no pending deadlines. She had nothing waiting that couldn't wait. That awareness was its own particular discomfort.

She opened her voicemail. It wasn't connected to a network to retrieve new messages but it stored its last twenty locally. She scrolled back to the fourteenth, which she had listened to six times in the four days since she'd gotten the call from Evelyn Ward, and played it again.

Her mother's voice filled the empty motel room.

"Mara, honey, it's Mom. I just wanted to — well, I'm calling because I had a thought I wanted to share with you and it couldn't wait until Sunday. You know me, when I have a thought I've got to do something about it or it just knocks around in my head all day. I wanted to say that I've been thinking about last year, about our conversation at Thanksgiving — on the phone, I mean, we weren't together at Thanksgiving, but you know what I mean — and I wanted to say I don't hold any of that against you. None of it. You have your life there and it's a good life and I'm proud of you and I just wanted you to know that. Also the roses came in this year, the ones I planted along the south fence. You wouldn't believe them. Call me back when you get a chance. Not urgent. I love you."

The message ended. The timestamp showed: five-eighteen PM, three days before the date on the death certificate.

Mara sat with the phone in her hands for a moment.

There was nothing wrong with the voicemail. That was the thing. There was nothing in her mother's voice that indicated anything other than a woman in her late sixties who had called her daughter with something on her mind and got the voicemail and adapted easily and warmly to the situation, because that was what Ruth Ellison did, that was the texture of her, the specific kindness of a woman who spent her life accommodating the people she loved rather than demanding they accommodate her. There was nothing wrong with it. The voice was clear. The pacing was unhurried. She had been talking about roses.

Three days later she was dead of cardiac arrest.

Mara was a journalist. She understood the gap between these two facts could be entirely innocent — people died suddenly all the time, older people especially, and a woman calling her daughter three days before an unexpected cardiac event did not constitute a mystery unless you were looking for one. She was not looking for one. She was not here to investigate anything. She was here to bury her mother and settle the estate and then drive back to the highway where her life was.

She put the phone down. Opened the laptop. Closed it.

Lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling, which had a water stain in the upper left corner shaped like a hand with the fingers spread.

∴  ∴  ∴

She might have slept eventually, at the edge of the evening, when the box fan finally achieved a white noise sufficient to quiet her mind. She was drifting in that borderland — not asleep, but the kind of not-asleep that's made of thin layers, where thoughts come out of sequence and sensation blurs — when she became aware of something at the window.

She turned her head on the pillow.

Across Main Street, on the front porch of a house she remembered — a white clapboard Victorian, built 1901, belonging to families whose names she'd forgotten — an old woman sat in a straight-backed chair and looked at the motel. At room seven. At Mara. Even across the distance, the looking was specific. Not the idle attention of someone watching the street because the street is there; specific, directed attention, the kind that has an intention behind it.

The woman was very still. Her hands were folded in her lap. She wore dark clothing and her hair was white and her posture was the posture of someone who had been sitting that way for a very long time without discomfort, who sat that way because it was what she did rather than what she'd chosen to do in this moment. She was watching Mara the way you watch something you've been waiting for.

Mara blinked. The blink took perhaps a tenth of a second.

The porch was empty.

She lay there and looked at the empty porch for a full minute, the chair visible but unoccupied, the front door of the Victorian shut. No one had gone inside — she would have seen the door open, would have heard it. No one had moved down the porch steps — there wasn't time for that. The woman had simply not been there anymore, as if the blink had made it so.

Mara told herself she was tired. Told herself the drive was nine hours and she'd started at five in the morning and she'd been running on coffee and the concentrated anxiety of someone approaching something they've been avoiding for fourteen years. Told herself the light in Siltwater Crossing did strange things to distance and shape, always had, and a porch can look occupied when it isn't.

She turned onto her back and stared at the water stain shaped like a hand.

Outside, the wind came up — the way it always came up here in the early evening, rolling off the salt flats from the south, warm and mineral and strange. It moved through the eaves of the motel with a sound that was almost — almost — a voice. A single syllable, barely formed, neither word nor cry, just the leading edge of articulation, the sound of something that has the intention of speaking and has not yet arrived at language.

Mara lay on her back in room seven of the TARL GHT motel and did not sleep for a very long time.

 


CHAPTER TWO

THE CHURCHYARD



She woke to the kind of silence that has weight.

Not the absence of sound — there was sound, the box fan's white noise, the distant creak of something structural in the desert morning, a bird somewhere far off making a sound like a door hinge — but silence as a quality of the air itself, as if the atmosphere of Siltwater Crossing had a higher density of quiet than the air elsewhere, as if sound waves moved through it differently, were absorbed or slowed. She'd known this silence in childhood without naming it. She named it now, lying in the motel bed at six forty-three in the morning: this is what it sounds like when there are too few people left in a place. The sound of a town approaching its own vanishing point.

She dressed without showering — cold water only, in a motel bathroom whose pipes made a sound like small stones being dropped down a long shaft, a sound that eventually resolved into water — and drank instant coffee she made with the motel's electric kettle and stood at the window while she drank it. Main Street was empty. The lanterns in the churchyard across the street were still burning, though the morning light had rendered them nearly invisible, pale tongues of flame in the harsh desert sunrise. Someone had tended them through the night. Or they were very large candles. She tried to remember the last time she'd seen a lantern that would burn through a full desert night and couldn't come up with the particular variety.

She drank her coffee. She picked up her notebook. She went outside.

∴  ∴  ∴

The churchyard occupied the western edge of town, where Main Street ended and the scrub desert began its reclamation of the built environment. The iron fence was eight feet tall, wrought in the Victorian fashion with spear-tip finials and curlicue support work that had gone orange with rust in the lower sections, where the salt-heavy soil touched the metal, but remained dark and solid in the upper reaches. The gate faced east, toward town, which Mara had always thought was backwards — cemeteries should face the setting sun, shouldn't they? Toward the ending of things? But perhaps that was the point. Perhaps facing the gate toward the living was a kind of statement: we see you from here.

The gate was unlocked. She pushed it open — it moved without sound, the hinges oiled, which struck her as fastidious for a structure that was otherwise deep in the process of oxidizing — and stepped inside.

The churchyard was larger than it looked from outside. The compression of the iron fence gave you the impression of a modest plot, but once inside the perimeter she could see it extended back nearly two hundred yards, into an area behind the chapel where the oldest graves were. The chapel itself was a modest stone structure, New England colonial in design and completely incongruous with the landscape — whoever had built it in 1891 had apparently been trying to recreate somewhere they came from rather than build something suited to where they were. It had a small bell tower. The bell was still there. The windows were boarded from the inside.

She stood in the gate and looked at the yard.

The graves were organized chronologically from east to west — oldest toward the back, near the chapel, newest near the gate. The grave sections proceeded in rough order: the founding families of 1889-1932, then the middle section, then a section she recognized as the miners', and then the newest section, closest to the gate, where the more recently dead lay beneath their headstones or, in some cases, the simpler wooden markers of people whose families couldn't afford stone.

And here, in the newest section, second row from the iron fence, in a plot beside a headstone that read JONAS ELLISON, 1948-2016, BELOVED HUSBAND AND FATHER: a rectangle of freshly turned earth, dark and moist-looking in the dry morning air, the soil raised slightly above the surrounding grade. A wooden marker. The name painted in black on unfinished pine: RUTH ELLISON. And beneath the name, the date. And beneath the date, nothing else. There was not yet room to say anything about her. The stone would come later, when someone chose words.

Mara stood at her mother's grave for a long time.

She was not a woman who cried easily, which was a thing she'd been told both as a compliment and as a diagnosis, and she was not crying now. She was simply standing with her arms at her sides and her notebook in her left hand and the very still desert morning all around her and the sensation of something in her chest that was trying to find a form and hadn't settled on one yet. Grief, probably. Grief in the way of people who have been managing it from a long distance for years and have finally arrived at the thing itself. It was different up close. It was bigger than she'd made room for.

She looked at her father's headstone. BELOVED HUSBAND AND FATHER. She hadn't been there when they put it in. She'd sent the money for it. She'd gotten the receipt.

She took a breath. Made herself move.

∴  ∴  ∴

She walked the yard with her journalist's habit of systematic observation, moving row by row from east to west, reading headstones, counting plots, photographing sections with her phone. The oldest graves were barely legible — the sandstone markers of the 1890s had been eaten by the mineral-rich air, names worn to suggestions of letters, dates abraded to the point of uncertainty. She could make out some: HARBOTTLE, E.D., 1891. CLAIBORNE, MIRA, WIFE OF THOMAS, 1893. VOSS, CLEMENT AUGUSTUS, 1901. These were the founders, the prospectors and their families, the people who had come to Siltwater Crossing when the silver mine was pulling ore out of the earth at a rate that made fortunes seem straightforward.

The 1932 section stopped her.

It was midway through the yard, set slightly apart from the surrounding graves by a low concrete curb that someone had laid in the 1940s, a rectangular border enclosing forty-seven graves arranged in precise rows — five across, nine deep, with two at the end. The markers were identical: military-precise granite rectangles, all the same height and width, all bearing only a name, the year 1932, and the same inscription: HE GAVE WHAT THE EARTH ASKED. No first name and last. Just a last name for most of them, some with initials. PREWITT. CAVANAUGH. REYES. HOLCOMB. DECKER — she paused at that one; old family, the motel man's grandfather perhaps, or great-grandfather. ELLISON — not her grandfather, she didn't think, but a relation of some kind, the surname too particular to be coincidence in a town this size.

Forty-seven men. The cave-in of 1932. She had grown up with the story the way children grow up with the stories of their particular places — it was simply a fact of the landscape, the way the mine shafts were a fact, the way the Spine was a fact. Forty-seven miners had gone down on a Tuesday morning in March and not come back up. The rescue operation had lasted five days. They'd gotten one man out alive — a Greely, she thought, distantly related to the old man at the post office. The rest had been left in the earth. Their families had been given the marble markers as a form of restitution from the mining company, and the company had folded eighteen months later, and then the town had begun its long, slow process of forgetting how to exist.

She noted the graves. She noted the lantern stakes between them — more here than elsewhere in the yard, double-staked at each corner of the concrete curb and single-staked at each grave in the outer row. The staking had a particular precision that felt less like decoration and more like marking — this ground, specifically, should be visible. Should be attended to. Should not be overlooked in the dark.

She photographed the section. Turned to move on.

"The inscription was chosen by the women," a voice said. "After the company refused to pay for anything more than the stone."

∴  ∴  ∴

Mara had not heard anyone approach. She turned and there was a woman standing four feet behind her — which was close enough that Mara should have heard footsteps on the packed earth of the churchyard, which was quiet enough that she would have heard footsteps if there had been footsteps to hear. The woman was simply there, the way an object is there when you look at it, as if she had always been occupying that particular point in space and Mara had only now oriented toward her.

She was tall — six feet or nearly — with white hair worn in a way that was neither styled nor unstyled but simply arranged, pulled back from a face that was handsome in the manner of faces that have been looked at for a long time by people who find them difficult to look away from. She was in her late sixties, Mara thought, though she revised this immediately: she was the kind of woman whose face tells you nothing useful about age, that could be sixty or could be older than that, preserved by something that wasn't quite genetics and wasn't quite discipline but was perhaps simply the quality of someone who has very rarely been surprised by anything. She wore dark clothing — a long dark skirt, a dark linen blouse — that was inappropriate for the desert morning heat, and she showed no signs of feeling it.

"It's a strange inscription," Mara said. Her voice came out level. Good. "For a gravestone."

"The women of 1932 were strange in their grief," the woman said. "Or rather, their grief made them strange. Grief tends to, if it goes on long enough without resolution." She tilted her head, a small considered movement. "You're Mara Ellison."

"Yes."

"I'm Evelyn Ward. I called you last week." A pause. "I'm glad you came. I wasn't certain you would."

"I almost didn't," Mara said. She was not sure why she admitted that.

"I know," Evelyn said. "But you did." She looked toward Ruth Ellison's grave. "Your mother would have been glad. She worried about you."

"She was the healthy one," Mara said. It came out with more edge than she intended. "She had no business dying at sixty-eight."

"No," Evelyn agreed. "She didn't." The answer was too simple, too concordant with Mara's statement, in a way that a more innocent person might not have noticed. Mara noticed it but filed it: too early to know what it means.

"How did you know her? You and my mother."

"The way everyone knows everyone in a town this size. Through proximity and years and the particular intimacy of people who have survived the same thing." She paused. "I've lived in Siltwater Crossing my whole life. As did my mother, and her mother before her. When you've been in a place that long, certain women find each other. Your mother was one of those women."

Mara looked at her directly. "You mentioned on the phone an annual tradition. That happens this week."

Evelyn's expression registered the shift from condolence to inquiry without distress, without surprise. "I did."

"The lanterns," Mara said. "The preparation in the churchyard."

"Yes." A pause that was almost imperceptible. "A memorial observance. We do it each year at this season. Communal. The town comes together to mark those who have been lost." She made a slight gesture toward the miners' section. "The 1932 graves, primarily, though we include all the dead. It's a way of maintaining connection."

"It's quite elaborate," Mara said. She said it without inflection, a statement that was also a question.

"Small towns make elaborate ceremony," Evelyn said. "It's proportional to the loss. When there are only a hundred and thirty of you left, each death is a significant fraction of what you are." The corner of her mouth moved, not quite a smile. "Fortuitous timing, your being here when it happens."

"Fortuitous," Mara said.

"Or not, depending on your philosophy of coincidence." Evelyn's eyes were the pale gray of old salt flats. They held Mara steadily. "I hope you'll attend. It would have meant something to your mother."

"I might," Mara said. "Tell me about the lanterns, specifically. They look like they were placed with some precision."

A beat. Exactly one beat. "We place them to keep the ground warm for the flowers. The desert nights pull the cold up through the soil. The lanterns stabilize it." She said it the way you say something that is technically accurate and sufficient to the purpose. "If you'll excuse me, Mara. There's a great deal of preparation still to be done." She inclined her head in something that was not quite a bow. "Come find me if you need anything while you're in town. I'm usually not hard to find."

She moved away. Mara watched her go. She walked with the unhurried directedness of someone who has never, in her life, needed to hurry, because things have always arranged themselves around her intention rather than requiring her to chase them. She moved out of the gate and onto the street and then between two buildings and was gone from sight.

∴  ∴  ∴

Mara stood in the churchyard after she left and looked at the gate and thought about the explanation for the lanterns. Then she thought: test it. She walked the full perimeter of the churchyard, staying close to the inner fence line, counting the lantern stakes as she went. They were spaced regularly around the outer ring — she counted them twice, carefully, making a mark in her notebook each time she passed one.

Forty-seven.

Exactly forty-seven stakes around the outer perimeter. The same number as the miners in the 1932 section. She stood with her notebook and looked at the number she'd written and thought about whether that was a coincidence and thought about how unlikely it was and kept the thought at the place where she could look at it without it meaning too much yet. Then she walked the inner sections, counting the stakes placed at individual graves in the newer portion of the yard. One at each. She counted the graves.

Twenty-two stakes. Twenty-two newer graves, including her mother's. Including her father's. She photographed the stake at her father's grave: a slender iron rod, maybe eighteen inches high, capped with a glass housing shaped like a tulip, the wick burning with a small, patient flame. The glass was slightly dirty on the inside. It had been burning for a while.

She photographed everything. She filled three pages of her notebook. She looked at the patterns the stakes formed — the forty-seven outer ring, the twenty-two inner — and she felt the journalist's instinct fire, which was the instinct that said: this is a structure. This is deliberate. This is something organized by someone who counts carefully. This is not about keeping flowers warm.

She didn't know what it was about. She didn't know yet.

She went to find someone who would tell her.

∴  ∴  ∴

The diner on Main Street — RUDY'S, painted in faded red on a faded red awning — had four customers when she pushed through the door at nine-fifteen. They were distributed at separate tables and they looked up when she entered with the unified attention of people in small towns, where a new face is not a neutral event but a disruption of the known. Then they looked back down. In sequence, from left to right, as if they'd practiced it.

The diner was warm and smelled of coffee and scorched toast and the particular grease of a flat-top that had been doing its work for decades. The counter ran the length of the back wall, six stools, all empty. The tables were Formica, faded to a pale yellow that matched the light coming through the sun-filmed front windows. A ceiling fan turned overhead too slowly to do anything useful about the heat but had apparently convinced itself otherwise.

She sat at the counter. A young woman appeared from the back — mid-twenties, dark hair in a braid, a face that was pretty in the unselfconscious way of people who don't live near mirrors often enough to develop a relationship with their own appearance. Her name tag said CALLA. She set a coffee mug down in front of Mara without asking and filled it from a carafe she was already holding.

"Just passing through?" she asked. Her tone was not unfriendly but it had the quality of a question that was also a preference.

"Actually I'm Ruth Ellison's daughter," Mara said. "Here for the funeral."

Calla's face shifted — something moved through it, quick and complex, and settled into something that looked like sympathy but also had other layers beneath it. "I'm sorry," she said. "Ruth was — she was good people. Real good people."

"Thank you."

"She talked about you. Not — I mean, she was always proud of you. What you do. The writing."

"I know," Mara said. The guilt sat in the sentence. "I should have visited more."

Calla poured the coffee and didn't say anything to that, which was its own kind of mercy. She refilled the mug almost immediately, although Mara hadn't drunk from it yet — a nervous gesture, she thought, the kind of thing you do with your hands when you're managing something you're trying not to show. She put the carafe down. Folded her hands on the counter and looked at Mara with an expression that had made a decision.

"What can I get you?" she said.

Mara ordered eggs and toast. Then, while Calla wrote it down: "Can I ask you about the observance? The town tradition this week?"

Calla's hand went still on her notepad. She didn't look up immediately. When she did, her eyes had changed quality — they were careful now in a way they hadn't been. "You should ask Evelyn about that," she said. "She's the one to talk to."

"I've spoken to Evelyn."

"Then you know about it," Calla said. She tore the order slip off the pad and walked it to the kitchen window without looking back.

She refilled Mara's coffee two more times over the course of the meal. Each time she was friendly and brief and carefully steered every conversational approach toward something other than the observance. She asked about Mara's work in an earnest way that felt genuine. She mentioned that the roses at the Ellison house had been beautiful this year. She said the weather had been strange — hotter than usual even for May, and the winds out of the south had been carrying something they didn't usually carry, a particular quality she couldn't quite name, a weight. She said: "Like the air is full."

"Full of what?" Mara asked.

Calla looked at her coffee carafe. "Dust," she said. And went back to the kitchen.

Mara left a twenty on the counter and stood to go. She was at the door when she heard it — Calla's voice, low, directed at someone in the kitchen, two words that carried through the service window with a clarity that was probably unintended:

"She's staying."

Not a question. Not a warning, exactly. A statement of fact, offered with the particular gravity of information that changes something. She's staying. As if the fact of Mara's remaining in Siltwater Crossing for the next two days was a thing that needed to be communicated immediately, that the town's internal information network required this data as soon as it was confirmed.

Mara stood in the diner door a moment. Then she stepped out into the sun.

 


CHAPTER THREE

THE WHISPERING TOWN


By ten in the morning she had a system.

She'd pulled a fresh notebook from her bag and labeled it SILTWATER — BACKGROUND, which was the habit of someone who had trained herself to treat every situation as potentially reportable, not because she intended to write about this town but because the notebook was armor. The notebook put distance between her and what she was looking at. Behind the notebook, she was not a grieving daughter in her dead mother's town; she was a professional observer, cataloguing, analyzing, maintaining the necessary remove. She'd been maintaining that remove for fourteen years. She was very good at it.

She walked Main Street from south to north, noting what was open and what wasn't, and the inventory was a story in itself: the feed store at the south end, shuttered and padlocked, the windows on the ground floor boarded. The hardware store beside it, door open, run by a man of approximately ninety who sat in a folding chair inside the door and nodded at her when she looked in and then closed his eyes again. The two empty storefronts after that, their windows whitewashed from the inside, the signs above them still readable: MORRISON'S DRY GOODS, est. 1901; PEERLESS MINING SUPPLY, est. 1925. Empty and still in the way of places that have been empty so long the emptiness has become the point.

The post office was a room. That was the only accurate description. A room attached to the side of what had once been the town hall, with a counter and twelve P.O. boxes on the back wall and a man behind the counter so old that his age had become geological. He was the kind of old that suggests the person has simply kept going beyond the usual expiration of things through sheer accumulated momentum. He wore a postal service shirt whose insignia had faded to the ghost of a logo. His name plate said GREELY.

"Morning," Mara said.

He looked at her. Said nothing for a moment in a way that was not unfriendly but was absolutely economical — she had the impression she was going to receive exactly the number of words that were necessary and not one more. "Ellison girl," he said. Same as Decker had said it. Like the town had agreed on her name the moment she drove in.

"That's right," she said. "Did you know my mother?"

"Yep."

"I'm sorry we never had a chance to — "she began.

"Quiet woman," he said. "Careful." He slid a form across the counter. "You holding the box? Number four. Ruth's box."

"I suppose so," she said. She filled out the form. "Has anything come for her recently?"

"Stopped," he said.

"When?"

He looked at a wall calendar. "Two weeks back. Three." He paused. "She stopped coming by."

"Did you notice anything unusual in the weeks before she died?" Mara asked. She kept the question neutral, light. She was not accusing anything.

Greely looked at her for a moment with eyes that were the same pale gray as Evelyn Ward's — something about this town's water, maybe, or its light, did something to irises over generations. "Unusual," he repeated. He seemed to be tasting the word, finding it not quite right. "No," he said. "Nothing unusual."

He said it with a completeness that ended the conversation. She collected the form and went back outside.

The library was locked. A hand-lettered sign in the window said OPEN TUES/THURS 10-2. It was Tuesday. It was eleven. She knocked. No one came.

∴  ∴  ∴

The Marrow was the only bar in Siltwater Crossing, and like all the last bars in all the last towns, it opened at noon out of pure stubbornness. It occupied what had been a saloon since 1893 — the original bar was still there, long and dark and carved from wood that had traveled here on a wagon in the middle of the desert in the 1890s with a dedication that had to have been partially insane. Above it hung various mounted things: a longhorn skull, a faded map of the county from 1901, a photograph of the town during the mining boom. In the photograph, Main Street was busy. People filled the sidewalks. You could feel from the photograph the noise and crowding of a place in the process of becoming. It was impossible to look at and then look at the town outside the bar's windows without feeling the amputation of what had happened here.

She ordered whiskey. She sat on a stool at the far end of the bar, away from the other patrons — seven of them when she came in, distributed at tables, and they'd done the unified look-and-return-to-positions maneuver she was getting familiar with. She nursed the whiskey and listened.

The conversations were not stopped by her entrance, only paused — recalibrated. They resumed at a lower frequency, a more intimate pitch. She couldn't make out individual sentences at first, only rhythms and fragments: the particular pattern of people discussing something they discuss often, something with a shared vocabulary. Not town gossip — something more specific. She picked out words: count. Night. Enough. Before.

She adjusted her position on the stool — opened her body language slightly, reduced the visible concentration on her face, shifted to looking at the mounted things on the wall as if she'd lost interest in the room. She'd learned this in her mid-twenties from a source who'd told her: the best way to listen is to appear to have given up on listening. People's voices expand into available space.

The voices expanded.

"...not enough of them left, is the problem. It gets less every year, you can feel it getting less, the weight of it."

"...well what happens when the count drops below — what's the number, you ever heard the actual number — "

"...it doesn't care if we want it or not. That's what Evelyn always — "

"...nineteen last year. Before that, twenty-four. You do the math."

"...but it's still an agreement. The agreement is still — "

"...the agreement was made by dead people for dead reasons and we're the ones paying for it."

The last voice was slightly louder than the others, slightly less interested in keeping the conversation at the ambient volume. She risked a glance. Two men at a table near the wall, both older — mid-seventies, she thought, the lean and leathered type that small desert towns produce by attrition. The louder one was the rounder of the two, with the red-veined face of someone who has been drinking at noon for a long time and has stopped feeling bad about it. His companion was gripping his forearm with a hand that said: lower.

She carried her drink to their table.

"Sorry to interrupt," she said, deploying the particular smile that she'd developed for doors that didn't want to be opened — open enough to suggest she found them interesting, closed enough to suggest she didn't want anything from them specifically. "I'm Ruth Ellison's daughter. Just in town for the week. I don't know many people here anymore and I couldn't help hearing you mention — I'm sorry, it's just, I've been hearing people mention some kind of tradition this week and I grew up here but I left young, and I was hoping someone might be willing to explain it to me."

The quieter man went very still in the way of someone who is calculating. The louder man — the one with the red face — looked at her with eyes that were slightly unfocused from the whiskey and slightly more direct than he might have been sober.

"You're Ruth's girl," he said.

"Yes."

"I knew your daddy," he said. "Before." He seemed to decide something. Extended a hand. "Prewitt."

"Mara." She shook it. She sat down without being invited, because waiting to be invited gives people time to think better of it. "I'm trying to understand the ritual. The lanterns in the churchyard, the preparation this week."

Prewitt's companion said: "Prewitt."

Prewitt looked at his companion and then looked at Mara and appeared to be working through some internal calculation about what could or couldn't be said to someone who had a name that was woven into the thing itself. He said: "You know about the Borrowing?"

"I've been told about a memorial observance," she said carefully.

Prewitt made a sound that was not quite a laugh. "Memorial observance. That's Evelyn's word for it." He looked at his glass. His companion's hand had moved to his arm again, less a grip now and more a reminder. He said: "Used to be forty, fifty come up. Last year it was nineteen. Town's dying faster than it can feed what's underneath it."

His companion said, clearly: "Prewitt."

Prewitt looked at his companion and then at Mara and the directness that the whiskey had allowed closed down — she could see it closing, a blind pulled across a window. He reached for his glass, drank, set it down. "Sorry about your mother," he said. "She was a good woman. She was — she was trying."

"Trying to do what?" Mara said.

His companion was already standing, pulling his jacket from the chair back, and his hand was already on Prewitt's arm with a specificity that was past reminder and into something else. "We should go," he said to Prewitt, and then to Mara, with the closed expression of a man who has decided something: "Welcome back to Siltwater Crossing, Miss Ellison. Sorry for your loss."

They left. The rest of the bar went back to its business. Mara sat at their table with her whiskey and her notebook and the sentence she'd heard, which she wrote down three times in different formulations, trying to extract the meaning from each angle: Town's dying faster than it can feed what's underneath it.

∴  ∴  ∴

She walked to the Spine at four o'clock, when the sun had declined enough to make the western half of the landscape something other than an assault.

The Spine was the dried riverbed that ran along the eastern edge of town — or rather, the river had run along the eastern edge of town a century ago, when there was a river, and what remained was its negative space: a channel thirty feet wide and ten feet deep, the walls of which were pale limestone layered in thin horizontal strata, each layer a different shade of white or cream or pale gray or the faint yellow of old paper. The channel floor was flat and hard, packed with the compressed mineral residue of a century of dryness. Nothing grew in the Spine. Nothing grew near it — the bank on either side was bare of the scrub that appeared elsewhere, as if even the desert weeds understood that this was not available ground.

She dropped into the channel from the east bank, a jump of maybe four feet, and landed on the channel floor with a sound like stepping onto packed chalk. The air in the Spine was different from the air above it — cooler by several degrees, which was rational (shade, depth, the stone walls absorbing heat differently), but also different in quality in a way she couldn't immediately attribute to physics. Dense. Still. The silence in the channel was not merely the absence of wind; it was the presence of an absence, something held back, as if the ordinary acoustic fabric of the world had been carefully withheld from this particular space. She stood in the channel and listened and heard: nothing. And beneath nothing, something. A pressure just below the threshold of perception, a low-frequency hum that she felt in the back of her molars more than she heard with her ears.

She walked north along the channel.

The walls were extraordinary up close — the stratified limestone told a geological story of hundreds of thousands of years, each layer a different era of sedimentation, the record of an ancient lake or inland sea that had existed and then ceased. She trailed her fingers along the wall as
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