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For my Father
[Prologue]
When Leo returned home to his apartment, he found Tamara sitting on the couch. Her legs were folded under at the knees and she was staring into empty space.
“Hey,” he said, setting his bag down inside the door. “Hey, Tam, you awake?”
She started, then turned to him, eyes wet, pushing her lips in and out, one at a time, as if trying to hide a smile. The television droned in the corner, barely audible.
“I’ve been waiting all day to tell you, Leo. I wanted to call my parents, but I thought you should know first.”
He sat down on the couch next to her and pulled off his shoes with a groan.
“Tell me what?”
She fell into him, encircling his neck with her arms. Her bracelets jingled in his ear. “I’m pregnant,” she whispered. “Five weeks. You’re going to be a father, Leo. Isn’t that wonderful?”
Arms limp, he returned her embrace. Her hair smelled of vanilla, as it always did. His stomach sank.
“That’s…that’s good, Tam,” he stammered. “I mean, that’s just great.”
She pulled back to examine his face, her eyes flitting back and forth over his features. “What’s wrong?”
He stood, brushing her off of him, and ruffled his hair with both hands.
“Nothing,” he sighed. “No, really, that’s great news. I’m just a little – it’s sudden, huh? Five weeks along?”
“Five weeks,” she repeated. The smile she’d been trying to hide was gone now. Leo didn’t know if she’d hidden it deeper or just didn’t feel like smiling anymore.
“How did this – I mean, I thought we were pretty careful–”
“I went to the doctor this afternoon after I took a home test. He said that sometimes this happens even on pills. A baby, Leo. Aren’t you at least a little excited?”
He turned his back to her. He didn’t want her to see his face. A sitcom was playing on the muted TV. He’d seen this episode before, but it wasn’t even funny the first time he watched it.
“Yeah,” he said. “A baby.”
He heard her stand up from the couch. Her arms wrapped around him from behind, curling up under his shoulders to draw him close. She laid her ear against his back.
“What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happy. It’s sudden, I know, but we’ve talked about it before. And we have enough money. We’re doing pretty well.” He heard the urgent tone in her voice, quivering between elation and confusion.
“Nothing, Tam. I’m just not sure I’m ready, that’s all.”
She kissed his cheek.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ve still got eight months.”
Later that night, Leo stayed up in the living room flipping channels long after Tamara retired to bed. Late night games shows flipped into infomercials and old horror movies. The pad of his thumb flicked up and down, but Leo didn’t see any of it. He wasn’t paying attention.
A baby? How was he supposed to take care of a baby?
He knew Tamara was right – they had enough money, a decent apartment – they could afford it, sure, but that wasn’t really the issue. It was more than that, something, something else that tugged him from a place he didn’t understand. It was submerged in him, an undercurrent far below the surface.
He thought of his father – those talks with him, by the lake and on the front porch when he was a kid. And Jenny. He thought about Jenny, too.
There was so much down there under the water that made him sure he wasn’t ready to take care of a baby, to stand up, be a father responsible for someone else’s life: some delicate little thing with tiny hands and its own milky breath. It made him lonely somehow, thinking of a small baby in his arms while he down into his face. Or her face. He didn’t really know, but he was sure somehow that it would be a boy. A son.
He sighed. The remote control slipped from his hand and fell with a quiet thud, landing on the power button. The television winked off. He massaged his temples. He was so tired.
He wasn’t ready.
Not at all.
Good god, he wasn’t ready.
[1] Before
He saw things, separate things that bled together: a plane crashed on an apartment block, his father on the front porch, an ultrasound full of white static, an old man by a fireside, a young man in an art gallery, then sitting up in the mountains, Tamara driving her car, empty beds with rustled covers, wrecked cars, dead streets, a smoking black pistol, a waterfall of cascading blue water. He saw them and forgot them just as easily and that was all for now, and all he knew.
He awoke suddenly, his muscles contracting together like taut rope, light slamming into his brain so quickly it seemed as though it bypassed his eyes.
No, that wasn’t right. It was the beginning, but it wasn’t the right place to start.
Fast forward six months.
[2] Arizona
“It was the end of the world. Wasn’t it?” Leo asked, sitting by the fireside and smoking. The night was quiet and his voice echoed off the sandy canyon walls. He spoke aloud, but his voice sounded awkward to him.
It sounded strange because, as he spoke it, he was aware that he wasn’t just speaking to Frank. He was speaking to everyone that was left on the planet, but Frank was the only one there.
Frank took a swig from a brown longneck bottle and grimaced. Warm beer was better than no beer, but not as good as ice cold beer. But ice was hard to find nowadays.
“I suppose it was, Son. Though that’s an over dramatic way of puttin it, ya ask me.” Frank let out a long belch.
Leo shifted his position on his sleeping bag and flicked his half-smoked cigarette into the fire. It was too hot to smoke. The Arizona desert wasn’t good for smoking. He preferred to smoke in the winter instead of the summer. In the winter he could exhale great plumes and feel like it was all out of him. Smoke in the summer stayed in his lungs too long.
That was the way everything was, really.
The night was dark, with no moon. The stars overhead were bright, brighter than any stars he’d ever seen. No cities in Arizona. No living ones, anyway.
But then, it seemed a bit silly to call this desert Arizona now, too. He supposed that he and Frank could call things whatever they liked. They could rename the entire goddamn world if they wanted.
“Christ,” Frank said. “It runs through ya when you get to be my age.” He stood up and walked slowly over to the black Jeep Wrangler parked nearby, at the entrance to the canyon. The young man heard the zipper go down and Frank emptying himself out on the ground.
Leo was still nursing his first beer of the evening. He’d never been much of a drinker, and now that all beer was warm beer, there was no reason to hurry. He took a swig and nestled the bottle back down between two stones so it wouldn’t spill. He resettled himself on his sleeping bag and glanced around.
The fire was the only source of light, so there wasn’t much to see. A simple campsite – a fire, their sleeping bags, a pair of coolers, the black Jeep parked nearby. No waste, not that it really mattered much. No one was around to complain and they’d only been there for two days. Well, Leo, anyway. He guessed Frank had been there longer.
Frank came back to the fire and settled down again, leaning back against the canyon wall. His hooked nose sat on a tan, grizzled face, under a bright shock of white hair. In the firelight his hair looked yellow, the same hue as his teeth when he smiled. Leo thought Frank looked a little otherworldly in the red glow of the fire. Not just in the fire, though. Frank always looked a little otherworldly.
“Alright, Frank. It’s time to talk about what this is about. Since I got out here all we’ve done is collect supplies and drink warm beer. I thought you had some answers for me.”
Frank stretched. “Sure I got answers, Son. Got some questions, too,” he said. His blue eyes looked up from the fire and stared across it through the heat shimmering air. He shifted his boots in the dirt before he spoke. “But I think you already know everything I’m gonna tell ya.”
The young man was suddenly on his feet, brandishing his beer bottle in his hand.
“Damn it, Frank. You know I don’t know anything. But you do, and I’ve been asking for two goddamn days! Stop jerking me around!” He stared at the old man.
“What happened, Frank? Where did everyone go? Coz I got a damn good feeling you know more than you’re letting on.”
“Like I told ya, Son. Everyone left.” Frank picked up a handful of dust from the canyon floor and tossed it into the wind. It dissipated quickly.
“Poof. Gone.” He grinned his yellow grin again and squeezed out a husky chuckle.
“Fuck!” Leo shattered his beer bottle into the fire. The flames threatened to go out. Red embers fizzled and the light in the small canyon dimmed. “I’m sick of this, man. It’s bullshit. I don’t know what you think is so funny.” He kicked his foot in the dust.
“Sit down, Son. And calm down. Stop your tantrum. I got answers for ya. But I gotta know a few things myself first.” Frank spit out a brown wad of tobacco.
“It’s different for everyone. I gotta hear how it was for you.” He tapped two fingers against his temple. “Gotta figure this out together. Be smart about it.” Frank winked at the young man.
“What are you talking about?” Leo sat back down on his sleeping bag. He didn’t know where this was going, but it was more words than he’d ever heard Frank string together.
Frank looked up at the sky.
“Can normally find people right away. But I had a hard time findin ya. Gotta know why that is.” Frank’s eyes looked bright in the red glow of the dying fire. Something in them told Leo he should sit down.
He did.
“What does this have to do with everyone disappearing?”
“I’m gettin to that. It’s usually different than this. I can find people right after it happens and bring em back and explain it to em so they don’t get too scared. Couldn’t find ya.”
Frank spit into the dust. “So I need ya to tell me how it was, and what ya did,” he said. “Then we can figure all this out together.”
Leo was skeptical. He picked up a small stone and tossed it out into the night. It clattered off in the darkness, but he couldn’t see where.
“Why does that matter? I wanna know what’s going on now. I wanna know where everyone went. Do you know or not?” Leo asked. He felt his anger rising again. “Before doesn’t really matter.”
“Son, take it from me – a man in my line of work knows that before matters more than now. And the future, well, it ain’t happened yet. You follow?”
Leo didn’t know exactly what Frank was talking about, but even after only a few days of knowing him, he knew how stubborn Frank could be. He didn’t trust Frank, but the old man seemed slow and powerful, like an autumn storm, and the young man wanted to see where the clouds were moving.
“Yeah. I guess,” he said.
“So I want ya tell me about it. Take yer time – I wanna know everything.”
Leo swallowed thickly. “All right,” he said.
[3] After
Leo woke up.
He wasn’t sure what woke him up. He was just suddenly awake, muscles tight, eyes full of unsteady orange light. The clock on the VCR glowed three AM. Leo was on the couch. He must have fallen asleep watching TV.
He felt like it was a noise that woke him, but he couldn’t hear anything. He took a deep breath and listened, concentrating. He heard the ringing aftermath of a noise, a dull, rumbling sound, a bass hum, and then, the crackling of flames. He looked up.
The window in his living room was broken. Flickering orange light spilled in through the shattered glass. The blinds smacked against the pane in the breeze, unsettling the glass remaining in the frame.
Leo got up slowly and walked over to the window, but on his way there he stepped on a piece of broken glass. A small sliver pushed up into his heel.
He swore. The glass was in deep and he almost fell over hopping to the window on his other foot.
But the sight outside his window was enough to make him forget about his foot. He’d never seen anything like that in his life.
An airplane lay on the street under his fifth-story apartment window. It was on fire, lit up like a scene from some Hollywood blockbuster. Black smoke poured from the wreck, flames licked up the side of the metal carcass, throwing angry shadows onto the nearby buildings.
It was surreal.
There really wasn’t any other way to describe it. People used to compare film to real life, and now people compare real life to film and that’s what the crashed plane was like, it was like a movie, and it was surreal.
Except it was more than that, more than film, more than just plain old real life. In film Leo couldn’t smell the burning jet fuel and black smoke didn’t get into his eyes from the glowing silver screen. In plain old real life things like this didn’t happen. Not to someone like him. So it was more than both because he could smell the burning fuel and feel the smoke was in his eyes and it was happening to him and Leo didn’t know what to do.
Leo just stood staring at it for a moment. He thought that maybe he was still sleeping, dreaming. His eyes burned with the light and the smoke. The orange flames flickered below.
And then he was out of it – Leo snapped into action, sprinting halfway to the phone before falling over in pain. There was still a sliver of glass shoved up inside his heel. He’d forgotten about it.
He tore off his sock to pull the glass shard out of his foot with violently trembling fingers. Once it was out, he examined the wound – a pair of small tears in his heel, like a snakebite. They started to bleed. He tied the remains of his sock around his heel and stood.
“Tamara!” he yelled as he limped to the phone. “Tamara!”
No response. Why wasn’t she out here? Didn’t she hear the crash?
He picked up the phone. The dial tone blared in his ear. He punched in 911 and waited through the rings. There was no answer. Finally, a machine picked up and asked him to leave a message. He ran that over in his mind – there was an answering machine for 911. What the hell was going on?
“There’s a plane crashed outside! 128 Stanton! Send help!” he yelled into the machine. A recorded message told him to stay calm and that help would be on the way soon.
Stay calm. Sure. Yeah, that’s easy. His head whirled with it.
It’s easy to think you can handle anything when you’re engrossed in a film in dark theater, arm around your girlfriend, shoving popcorn into your mouth with your free hand. You could kick anyone’s ass, drive a truck over a cliff, hack a computer, and survive an explosion like it was nothing. You could be an action hero.
A plane crashes outside your apartment and you’re clutching the phone in panic, shaking all over, already bleeding. And it’s only been a few minutes. You can’t even stand up straight. You can’t handle shit. And Tamara is pregnant.
Tamara.
Leo dropped the phone and stumbled into the bedroom to check on her. The bed was empty, the covers rustled, slept in, but she wasn’t there. He checked the bathroom and the kitchen, wincing with each step on his heel. She wasn’t in those places, either. Where could she have gone? Why wasn’t she in be the apartment?
Back in the bedroom, he shoved some tissues in a fresh sock and slipped it on, hoping the bleeding would stop. Shoes, a jacket, and he was out the apartment door as fast as he could move. He had to limp, but the elevator in the hallway was still working so at least he didn’t need to take the stairs down five floors.
Out on the street the smoke was thick. Black, it poured out of the plane like a pillar of insects from the mouth of an angry god. The plane’s metal body was torn up, ripped open - the holes vomited so much smoke and flame Leo couldn’t see anything.
It was beautiful, in an terrible sort of way.
Leo couldn’t hear any sirens. The heat was intense, even just outside the apartment building’s entrance. He was still a decent ways from the plane, but there wasn’t any way Leo could get close. The heat was too much, the smoke too thick. Leo coughed and squinted his eyes.
Where was everybody? Where was Tamara? Shouldn’t the cops be there by now? The fire station was only three blocks away, why wasn’t anyone there?
He didn’t know what to do.
He just stood there feeling stupid, staring at the wreck until the smoke got so bad he couldn’t handle it. His lungs burned and he couldn’t see anything. Leo went back inside the apartment building, coughing uncontrollably.
[4] Arizona
Leo stopped his story and took a sip of beer, grimacing at its warmth. He didn’t like thinking about this, and didn’t like telling it. It made him feel like he felt then: stupid and helpless.
Frank leveled a stern look at Leo, his eyes blazing over the bright light of the fire. His eyes reminded Leo of the flames on the plane. The look said, go on. The look said keep going.
Leo went on. Leo kept going.
[5] After
He stood in the apartment building’s glass entryway for awhile, trying to catch his breath. It was tough. The smoke was in his lungs and the whole world was woozy. His vision blurred, swirling with sullen black shapes. He couldn’t get enough air – his fingers clutched his wheezing throat. He doubled over, trying to get lower.
Where was Tamara? She was pregnant.
He fell over, blacked out.
The world went dark.
Darkness is an action.
[6] After
The next thing he remembered he was coming back slowly, lying on the cold tile floor of the apartment entryway. The green carpet of the doormat was close enough to his face that he could see the individual threads. It reminded him of grass back at his mom’s house in the suburbs, the shaggy lawn. He didn’t know why he thought that, but that’s what he thought.
Lying on his side, it occurred to Leo that a cold glass of water would be good, and he was ready to go inside and ask his mom for one. He felt like he’d been sun-tanning out in the yard. His skin felt dirty and hot. He was thirsty. He blinked.
Thick-headed, Leo shook off the feelings of home. He sat up, leaned against the drywall in the entryway. The flames outside the glass door were still visible, but they seemed to be lower than before.
He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out, but it was raining outside now, raining hard. The sound came through the closed door – that sound like shattering bricks in slow motion. Leo could feel the cold air and mist coming in through the cracks around the doorjamb.
The lobby was smoky and the mailboxes on the wall seemed far away. He knew he should go outside, the air was probably cleaner out there that in the lobby, but Leo didn’t want to move yet. He’d heard that inhaling smoke can confuse you, and he still felt woozy – the world was pulsing around him, looming in and out at the same time with a whooshing sound.
He felt sick to his stomach. His gut was churning over and over on itself.
After awhile he got to his feet. He almost fell over, but he steadied himself on the newspaper rack.
Outside the smoke was clearing – a wind had picked up with the rain, and he could see the scene a little clearer. The apartment building across the street was mostly gone, and the sections that were left were just a burnt and black frame.
He was lucky the plane hadn’t hit his building – if it had, Leo would be dead.
But he wasn’t. He was alive, and it was a lot to take in.
He shook his head, trying to clear it.
There were still no sirens, no firefighters, no police. His mind was fuzzy. He didn’t know how long he’d been out, but someone should have been there by now. The place should have been crawling with emergency responders. Why wasn’t there anyone there?
What the hell was going on?
[7] After
Leo wasn’t sure how long he stood there, but it must have been hours. He was frozen there, staring at it, mesmerized by it, watching the rain quench the fires.
Once the flames died down and cooled, Leo walked around the whole plane, yelling, screaming for somebody, anybody.
“Is anybody there? Where is everyone?”
But he got no response.
“Hello? Somebody help me!”
No one answered. No one came.
That scared the hell out of him, scared him down cold, more than the plane crash or the fire or anything else. He was alone. A shiver started in his gut and sped out to his arms and legs. It ended at his fingertips. They twitched with it. The shakes moved backwards up his arms into his gut again and he quaked all over like a junkie with no fix. Exactly like that. He needed a fix. He needed someone to fix this.
He circled the hot aircraft again. His clothes had been soaked all the way though hours ago by the rain and he couldn’t find anybody, and he was screaming, soakedand screaming, his lungs, his throat, all ached from the smoke and he couldn’t stop screaming, screaming, anybody, fucking anybody, please, please help.
Leo shook with it. He needed so much for someone to hear him.
And there was nothing.
The plane burned itself out, or the rain put it out, or, Leo didn’t know. Those hours floated by in a daze. It was hard to remember them. His throat ached from the screaming and smoke. He couldn’t stop shivering.
Where was Tamara? She was pregnant.
Right then the seed of something awful sprouted in him, something always there, gnawing under the surface, something growing with roots down deep, deep in the black, deep in the dark. And it kept growing, all those months alone, alone, alone, all terribly alone.
Until the dreams.
Until New York.
Until the church.
Until the radio.
Until he found Frank.
[8] Arizona
The fire was low between them now. Leo stared at Frank, a perplexed look on his face. Frank hadn’t said anything about the story. He’d only listened.
“That’s enough for tonight, Son. I can figure a little now. But you got a lot more to tell before it’s done.”
Leo looked at Frank and lit a cigarette, speaking through the smoke as he exhaled.
“You don’t make sense, Frank. I don’t know what the hell this has to do with what’s going on now,” Leo said.
“I know that. But I’m gettin a clearer now. This is different than it usually is and I gotta think on it some more.” Frank lay back on his sleeping bag. “Right now it’s time to get some shut-eye. It’s been a long day.”
“You said you’d answer my questions.” Leo’s voice was dead serious now. He was done with temper tantrums. He needed answers and he needed them now.
Frank sighed. “I dunno that you’re ready for everything yet. So I’m gonna tell you simple, just for the sake of sleep.”
Leo blew a cloud of smoke into the chilly air of the desert night.
“It’s like this, Son. I’m in an interesting line of work. I help find people, help ease em into findin things out for themselves.”
Leo eyed Frank, searching for any hint of insincerity. He found none.
“What, you mean you’re some kind of guide or something?”
Frank smiled. Leo caught half of it from the side in the dying firelight. “I think that’s the best way of puttin it. Or at least, better than most.”
“So what are you supposed to guide me through?”
Frank waved his hand in a sweeping motion. “All of this. Your realizin, if ya like. It’s hard for me too, Son. I’m of a different sort of mind with every person. I gotta find my own way to talk with ya.” He burped and put his hand to his throat. “Yeah.”
“So why is everyone missing, then? You know that?”
“I can’t say. Realizin’s different for everyone.”
“What does that mean?” Leo asked. “What does that have to do with everyone being gone?”
Frank propped himself up on one elbow to look at Leo. “People ain’t gone, Son. They just ain’t connected anymore. They ain’t connected to you and you ain’t connected to them. That’s all I can say about it right now. I already said more than I wanna speak to it. I’m tired.” Frank lay back down.
Leo thought for a moment. “Frank, am I dead?”
The young man looked distraught when Frank chuckled.
“Nah, Son,” Frank said. “You ain’t dead.”
“I dunno what to think, Frank. I woke up three months ago to a plane crash and as far as I knew until I got to New York and heard you over that radio everyone on the whole planet was gone. Doesn’t that sound like I’m dead, maybe floating around like a ghost? The world is empty, Frank. As far as I know the only two people on the whole goddamn planet are me and you.”
Frank sighed, “I don’t know much more than you about this, kid. But between the two of us we got some talkin to do. That’s what I do know. But it’s about time to turn in.” Frank stretched his arms then put his hands under his head. He was done talking, Leo could tell.
Leo sighed and lay back on his sleeping bag, looking up at the stars overhead, then down at the canyon walls that cradled them. The light of the dying fire cast their shadows against the walls. Their shadows were huge and dim. Leo lay like that for awhile, looking at the fading shadows as the light slowly died.
“Hey Frank,” Leo, said.
“What is it, Son?” Frank mumbled, on the edge of sleep.
“I figure, between the two of us, we don’t have a chance in hell to repopulate the human race.”
Frank chuckled a bit, but he was too close to the edge of sleep to laugh much. Leo starred at the stars until he dropped off the edge also, the darkness of sleep taking him down from the higher climes of consciousness, deep into the canyon of dreams. The stars overhead shined brightly, watching the pair sleeping by the dying fire, as if they were the very eyes of God.
[9] Arizona
It was early in the morning. The sun was beginning to lighten up the sky, chasing away the nighttime shadows with a pale blue light from the edge of the horizon.
Leo stirred and yawned. He opened his eyes and blinked, staring at Frank like he was squinting through a hurricane. Frank was standing by the ashes of the fire.
“Morning,” Frank said.
Leo mumbled something and rolled over. He watched Frank, but said nothing.
Frank stretched, pushing out his arms with balled fists and arching his back. He went over to the Jeep and rummaged around until he found a can of coffee and the percolator.
It took Frank just a few minutes to start a fire, using old newspaper and some kindling. Once the kindling got going, Frank added larger pieces of wood. They dried out the morning dew before they caught. Soon, he had a small blaze.
Frank loaded coffee and water into the percolator and set it down on a flat rock in the fire ring to heat.
While the coffee was heating, Frank sat back against the canyon wall and looked up at the sky. The final vestiges of starlight were almost faded now, and the pale blue of the morning was beginning to turn into yellows and oranges to the east.
That the coffee was boiling up into the cap. Frank reached out his hand to take it off the flat rock then pulled his hand back.
“Goddamnit.”
He pulled his sleeve down over his hand and pulled the coffeepot away from the fire to cool. He left it and again sorted through the items in the back of the Jeep: boxes of canned food, a few blankets, a first-aid kit, a 30-06, spare clothes - all these were pushed out of the way until he finally found a plastic bag of Styrofoam cups.
Back by the fire, Frank settled down on his sleeping back with a steaming cup of coffee in his hand.
“Coffee’s done. Get it while it’s hot.”
Leo pulled himself from his sleeping bag, like a man raising himself up from the dead. He stumbled over to the coffeepot, walking zombie-like, dragging his feet and groaning. He yawned and poured himself a cup. Like Frank, Leo settled back down on his sleeping bag. He blinked at Frank and squinted, then took a sip of the black coffee with a grimace.
“Ain’t got no sugar,” Frank said.
Leo nodded and took another sip, his gaze moving from Frank, to the fire, to the shadows still left in the canyon.
“I had a strange dream,” he said. His voice was strangely calm.
“That so?” said Frank. His interest was betrayed a little too much in his voice, and Leo cast Frank his most awake glance yet.
“Yeah. About Tamara’s cat.”
“Ah?”
Leo stared into space. “I don’t know what really happened to that cat. I never really saw it again after I found the airplane. I went back to my place later that day, hung around for a few days after that, but I never saw the cat again.”
Frank nodded. Leo mentioned his dreams almost every morning since he met Frank, but Frank never said much about them.
“Well,” Frank groaned. “It’s about time to get up. Get the day started.”
Leo shrugged. “Why? You got someplace important to be? I heard you rummaging around this morning – it woke me up.”
“Yeah,” Frank said. “Thought maybe we could use a few things, maybe head into town and see if we can get a little sugar for the coffee. Then we gotta go someplace important. It’s why we’re here in the desert.”
Leo was curious about that, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t like talking much in the mornings. He just stood up and started rolling up his sleeping bag.
In the three days they’d been camped in the canyon, they’d always packed up camp in the morning, not that it really mattered, but it seemed like it was the right thing to do. Since everyone disappeared the world felt more natural – lawns were overgrown by several feet, wildlife was invading cites: nature was beginning to sort itself out.
Leo hadn’t been to anything dangerous like a nuclear reactor, but he found himself wondering what those places would be like now. Would fail-safes shut them down? Would they explode and leak radioactive waste all over the place? Anything was possible, without people around to maintain everything they’d built.
Leo wasn’t sure how he felt about this, but he didn’t like the idea of the last two humans on the planet, as far as he knew, making a bigger mess of things. So he cleaned up every morning.
Soon the Jeep was packed and sand was spread over the fire. The sun finished rising, chasing the shadows completely out of the canyon. The world was flooded with light. The sky was blue and cloudless. Leo told himself he should pick up some sunglasses in town.
It was going to be a hot day in Arizona.
[10] Arizona
In the Jeep, Frank steered to the highway. They weren’t camping in a designated campsite – Leo didn’t even know why they were camping there at all when there were perfectly good hotels in town. That spot in the canyon was where he’d meet Frank a few days before. They’d been camping there ever since.
Leo was curious, though, what Frank meant earlier when he said that they had someplace important to go that day. Someplace in the desert. He didn’t know what to make of that. But bringing it up wasn’t really an option – Leo knew Frank wouldn’t tell him until he was ready to talk about it. Leo just leaned back in his seat and looked out the window. It was going to be a glorious day.
The sandy country spread out around them as the Jeep sped down the highway. Not many people were way out here on this road at three AM when everyone disappeared, so they barely passed any cars on the side of the road. Vegetation littered the edges of the highway, brush – tough and yellow – clustered around outcroppings of rock.
The Jeep’s radio crackled low static as they drove. All radio stations were dead, not broadcasting since there were no DJs to man them. The whole human world was static.
“Mind if I play some music?” Leo asked Frank. Leo enjoyed listening to music more since everyone disappeared. The shock of waking up the empty world was still always fresh in the morning, even after six months, though it was a little better now that he was with Frank. But before that, the only voices Leo had heard for half a year, except for his own, were recorded.
Leo slid a country-western CD into the Jeep’s player. As he listened and stared out the window, he thought about the music, and there was something there. It was about driving, and it was about his father, both. Music reminded him of his old man.
[11] After
A month after everyone disappeared, on a rainy day in Columbus, Ohio, Leo was rooting around under the back seat of the Jeep. He’d been cleaning it out to make room for supplies. Under a crumpled McDonald’s bag, he found an old country-western CD that must have been in the Jeep before he took it from his neighbor a month before, after everyone disappeared.
Leo’s father used to like to listen to country-western. Already Leo thought in terms of “used to like.” That was one of the early changes. His words, the way he thought about everyone, it was easier to think about them in the past tense, like they were all dead. For all he knew, they were.
But looking at the CD, he thought of his father. So as he sped down the highway in Ohio, carefully weaving the Jeep between clusters of wrecked vehicles, he popped it into the player.
Out on the road, during the months alone, Leo found himself listening to music he’d never enjoyed before everyone disappeared. Leo used to listen to underground bands - indie and alternative music that made him feel like he was part of a counterculture.
Underground artists were supposed to be people who were more sensitive to deep emotions, and mainstream music seemed like it was just channeling mainstream feelings. Leo’d thought country-western music was the worst in that regard. Nothing was more mainstream than the feelings of some middle-age white guy remembering what it was like the first time he made love, or how he still was in love with his wife of twenty years. Even calling that music cliché was a cliché.
At least, that’s how he felt about all that kind of stuff then, before.
Once he got out on the road, though, he found that he couldn’t listen to all the things he used to. It was all so depressing. Not real depression, though. All the bands he used to like to listen to bemoaned all these things that just seemed ridiculous. How could their feigned and trendy loneliness compare with what he was going through? How could their “empty in a crowded room” ideas mean anything when the whole world was empty? They couldn’t, really.
Twangy guitars meandered out of the speakers as he drove, filling the cabin of the Jeep with music that Leo would have grimaced at before. But as he avoided a particularly nasty wreck on the outskirts of Columbus, he found himself smiling as the man on the fifth track played his guitar and sang about how much he missed his childhood home, growing up and working with his father. The music was mass produced, poppy, terrible schlock, but for some reason Leo liked it.
As he drove, it felt a whole hell of a lot more real to be thinking about his father, remembering him and smiling, than to be trying to feel depressed because life was a dull and endless chasm, or some nonsense like that. He felt good listening to that country-western music.
It made him want to celebrate ordinary human life, especially now that it was gone.
[12] Arizona
“Hey, Frank, what was your father like?” Leo asked as they drove down the highway toward town. Without any cars in the last six months, a layer of sand and dust had settled over the highway. The Jeep kicked it up as they drove, leaving a track like cars through a snowstorm.
Frank just grunted and spit out the window. Leo took Frank’s dismissal in stride. Even after only a few days with Frank, Leo knew that he didn’t like to talk much. “You got a family?” Leo paused.
Frank said nothing as he steered the Jeep around a wreck. He just shrugged.
“My family is all broken up,” Leo said.
[13] Before
Every summer after Leo’s parents divorced, he would go out to Maine to see his father. Leo’s father lived on a little lake outside a small town – three and a half acres of woods spread out in a straight line between the two-lane road and the lake. His big red house lay down a long dirt driveway from the road, close to the water.
During the summer when Leo was thirteen, his father decided to build a dock down on the edge of the water, something to sit on, or for Leo’s stepmom to lay out on during sunny days. He began on a Saturday, when he wasn’t working.
Leo’s father worked as a carpenter, for himself. He bought up small pieces of property by lakes and built little cabins on them. He had a good eye for land, and always turned a nice profit on the camps he built, since he did all the labor himself. Ten grand on a little lot, another ten on building materials, and in a month and a half he’d have a little camp he could put back up on the market for eighty.
Sometimes they sold right away, sometimes they’d sit for six months, but he always moved them. People liked him and he liked to talk them into buying his properties. His zeal for it infected his buyers – the way he could visualize a piece of land and see something greater in it, selling them the idea of a cabin in the woods, that laid-back lifestyle, along with just the property. He had a knack for it, buildings, land, and talking to people.
That summer when Leo was thirteen his father had enough scraps of lumber from building camps that he decided to take them and to build the dock. He’d been saying he was going to do it for years, but Leo’s father was the type of guy that would happily live in a shack if he had cold beer and a bed – he didn’t usually spend much time working on his own house. Sometimes Leo’s stepmom would even hire his father to remodel the kitchen or the bathroom, just so he’d do a little work on his own house, which was never done.
Leo’s father was already started on the dock when Leo got down to the water that Saturday. He liked to get up early. Leo didn’t.
Leo’s father was knee deep in the water, bare feet on the sandy bottom, green pants rolled up, nails stuck in his mouth, no shit. He was hammering the dock’s frame together. He’d built part of the frame, the basic box, on the beach sand, but the wood he was using was pressure treated, left over from decks, so it was heavy. After the frame and legs were built he’d dragged it out into the water to lay in the rest of the supporting crossbeams and deck. There were drag marks in the sand when Leo approached.
Leo’s father’s hair was beginning to turn grey, even then. He was only in his mid-forties, but he worked hard, in the sun, and it took a toll on his body. He was in great shape, physical work suited him, but he was getting older. His back bothered him sometimes.
But he didn’t seem old that day. He was full of zest. Leo walked over the hot sand to his father. A small radio was blaring country-western music from a large rock on the edge of the water.
“Hey, old man.”
“Leo,” his father chuckled. “You wasted half the day. It’s,” he checked his watch, “ten already. You just get up?”
“Yeah, I stayed up late reading.”
“Yer never gonna get a day job you keep sleeping in all the time. Ah, but you’re young, ya got time.” He laughed again then took a swig from a silver can in a koozy that he had nestled in one of his shoes on the nearby rock.
He grunted. “Nice day out here. Getting pretty warm.” He squinted at Leo and rubbed water from the lake on his bare chest, then splashed some over his shoulders. “Ya come to help?”
“Nah, Dad, I just thought I’d watch. It’s still a little early for me, you know?” Leo grinned at him. “Thought maybe I’d take a swim.”
His father nodded. Leo could tell his father was a little buzzed, but it was endearing. He had a way of looking like he was serious and joking at the same time – his eyes would crinkle up, their brown irises taking on a darker gleam, and he would pull his lips back in a sort of grimace.
“Good day for it.” He grunted again, taking another swig and nodding “Yup. Good day for it.”
“Finally building that dock, huh?” Leo shielded his eyes from the bright sun with his hand.
“Yeah, I thought it’d be nice to have something to sit on down here. Since I got that beach sand put in Dawn’s always complaining about getting sand on her ass.” He snickered.
“So, I thought I’d put in a dock, you know?” he said, repeating what they’d already discussed. He liked to repeat things, over and over, as if they were being said for the first time, swiveling his head as he talked, with one hand touching the skin of his neck, as if something was constricting his airflow.
Leo’s father explained the entire process of building the dock to Leo: the basic frame design, where he got the wood, the different types of wood he was using, how many nails he was using to tack down the platform, and everything else. Leo hadn’t asked about any of this, but he didn’t mind hearing it. He was pretty sure his father just took his presence down by the water as wanting to know.
And he did want to know. Well, no, that wasn’t really true. Leo didn’t care one lick about how to make docks, or cabins, or anything else his father built. But his father cared about docks and cabins, if for no other reason than he happened to be building one when Leo came to talk to him.
It was funny. If Leo were at a party and he was talking to some guy who was telling him about how to make docks, Leo would be craning his neck around, trying to find his friends to get out of the conversation. But when his father talked about docks, Leo wanted to know about them.
So much so, in fact, that when Leo’s father got done with his speech Leo got him started all over again. It was easy to start his father up again by just asking a couple of basic questions, things he already knew, or his father had explained just a few minutes before. Then all the big explanations would repeat themselves. His father didn’t mind repeating himself, and Leo didn’t really mind it either.
He just enjoyed listened to his old man.
[14] Before
So that summer Leo sat there, sometimes helping his father hold up a framing board, or nailing down the end if he could get his father to let him, and listening to his father talk about whatever he wanted. That day it was docks. Other days it was the weather, or camping, or bow hunting, or some show on the Discovery Channel the night before. But they never talked about anything deep or serious.
But it didn’t really matter and Leo didn’t really care, since he didn’t talk much around his father anyway. Even then Leo was already reading a lot, reading some things that his father wouldn’t have understood or appreciated, and some things that his father would have understood if Leo explained them, but Leo didn’t try.
His father wasn’t a stupid man – far from it. He was good with money, and a master of his craft. But, that’s just the way it was with him. Leo and his father were different, but there was something about his father and those intensely topical conversations that was, and Leo didn’t know any other way to put it, real.
It wasn’t that way with Leo’s mom. Leo and his mom were great friends. Leo was the oldest of three children and his mom to come to him for advice on his little brother and sister. Leo talked to her, even gave her advice sometimes, but Leo listened to his father.
Leo’s mom was just his mom, but his old man was his Father. That was the best way of summing it up.
They built the dock together that Saturday – Leo mostly sitting there, asking his father questions now and then whenever he fell silent. Leo didn’t like it when his father wasn’t talking. His father had a way about him that made Leo wonder if he was thinking things Leo wanted to know. So Leo tried to keep him talking, trying to understand what his old man was thinking. It wasn’t that Leo’s father wasn’t interested in what Leo was doing - it was more that when Leo was around his father, Leo wasn’t interested in himself. Leo was interested in what his father had to say.
With Leo’s help, his father finished the dock about mid-afternoon. Leo never took his swim.
Afterwards they stood on the dock and looked out over the water, a bright shimmering pool of blacks and blues, surrounded by the green of the forest and the white rocks. They stood above the water on a platform that they’d created, an artificial structure that separated them from the water, but connected Leo with his father.
The wind blew through their hair and Leo felt a bit like a father/son pair that he’d read about that summer in a book about Greek mythology, Daedalus and Icarus. The pair was trying to escape captivity in a high tower, and Daedalus constructed wings from feathers and wax so they could fly away. They soared out of the tower, but Icarus flew too high, too close to the sun, despite his father’s warnings. His wax wings melted and he fell to his death.
But Leo thought he knew why Icarus flew so high into the sunlight. He was trying to impress his father.
Leo hoped he could take his own wax wings and fly high enough to make his father proud one day.
[15] Before
Later, the night after Leo and his father built the dock, Leo stayed up late reading. When the entire house was asleep, he crept down the well-trod path to the lake again. The moon was up and the woods were black instead of green. The water was black and lapping against the pressure-treated beams under the dock.
It was a quiet night: the only sound the bullfrogs in the nearby swamp. A slight breeze made Leo shiver and rub his arms. The moonlight cast a white sheen over the water, bright enough that it was difficult to see the stars overhead.
Leo’s parents divorced when he was seven, and he spent a lot of time growing up after that, in his room, reading by himself. He was a kid who could always entertain himself, either with characters that authors made up, or his own. He’d always had people around, even when he was by himself, but that night standing alone on the dock when he was thirteen, staring out over the glistening black water and listening to the lap of the waves, that was the first time he ever felt truly alone.
It made him shiver. It was a strange and awful juxtaposition, to be standing on the dock that he’d just built with his father that warm day, had bonded over, and to feel like he was the only person left on the planet.
It was a feeling he came to get used to over the years, as he grew up and everyone seemed different from him, separate from him, but that first time, that night alone on the dock, by the water, was the most intense. It might have been the most intense feeling Leo ever had in his entire life.
Until Tamara, at a least.
He often wondered after everyone disappeared if his whole life he was preparing for it, that life afterwards, that lonely life chasing disappearances. Even before everyone disappeared – that’s what he’d been doing.
But it wasn’t alone, though, really. He had experience with alone. It was more than that.
It was loneliness. The loneliness that would later seem like it was his whole life, and seem like it so much so that it became it, when he thought he was the only person left on the planet.
When he was lonely.
[16] Arizona
Frank steered the Jeep into a ghost town. It could have been any random town in the middle of the desert after an apocalypse, empty and ruined. The name didn’t matter. Leo imagined tumbleweeds blowing through town right before a showdown in some old western movie, though he saw none. Cars were lined up on the sides of the streets like horses outside saloons. The sun shone overheard, unblinking.
They drove through the town, looking for a grocery store or convenience shop to get supplies. They needed water and food. The gas in the Jeep was fine for now, which was good. Getting gas was still a hassle without electricity.
While they looked around for a store, Frank drove the Jeep through a small residential neighborhood and Leo looked out the window at the houses. The yards that had grass were overgrown and dead, filled with brown weeds and dry flowers. No one was around to water and trim the lawns. Some houses had toys in the yards, big plastic castles made by toy companies for children to romp in, or rusting bicycles. Most of the play equipment had the dirty stains of pooled water which had dried, leaving brown circles of dust. One white house had a basketball hoop over the garage, a half deflated basketball in the driveway next to an old blue sedan.
“All these houses look like they had kids,” Leo said. He thought of the deflated basketball as they passed a deserted community center.
Frank said nothing, his big, gnarled hands manipulating the steering wheel. His mouth was set in a grim line that he looked reticent to open.
Leo sighed. He was getting used to Frank’s silence, but was desperate to get some answers. He thought about Tamara. She used to say that Leo was impatient, but he’d been waiting months to find something, someone, all the while waiting without knowing he was waiting. He still didn’t know where she was. It’d been almost six months since everyone disappeared. That would make her seven months along.
And now, it seemed like the source of his answers was sitting in the seat next to him, but was unwilling to give up any information. Leo wasn’t sure how much longer he could wait – after all he’d been through so far – his trials, his travels - he’d held his patience in his hands while it withered.
“Keep looking out for a store,” Frank finally said, as they drove out of the residential area and into a commercial district. Warehouses that had probably been abandoned before everyone disappeared towered around them. Leo shrugged and looked away from Frank, out the window again. He knew they needed supplies, but it was hard to focus on the mundane, with the fantastic looming so close. But then, that seemed the way life had always been for Leo. Probably always would be.
He spaced off again, looking for comfort in his old memories, reaching back to live in a time when things made more sense, when his life was better, less concrete, less harsh.
Leo was thinking about Tamara when Frank found a small grocery store on the south side of town.
[17] Arizona
The Jeep pulled into an empty parking lot. Leo grabbed the crowbar he usually kept under the passenger seat. The solid black heft felt comfortable in his rough hands. He was skilled now at breaking in – after all his supply runs while he was traveling alone, before he met Frank – so he was the one who smashed the glass door to let them inside the grocery store.
Leo and Frank gingerly stepped over the smashed glass, carefully slipping under the crossbar handle and through the broken door. Inside the grocery store the sunlight barely penetrated past the dark banks of cash registers. Shadows from the peeling murals painted on the glass windows left colored splotches on the dusty floor.
Leo grabbed a shopping cart, its small wheels squeaking, from a nearby corral and steered it past the registers, down into the aisles. His flashlight beam guided their way like the light on a miner’s cap, lighting up the tall stacks of soup and vegetable cans, their brightly colored labels dim in the light of the beam. The linoleum floor clicked under their boots. The air was musty with rot.
After the ride in the Jeep, Leo struggled to rein in his thoughts to focus on what he was doing. Instead, his thoughts still wandered over Tamara, the memories of her superimposed across the dark setting around him. She shone like an effulgent spirit, her hair shining through the darkness, walking beside him, pausing to inspect the labeled cans like she would do on their shopping trips together.
It was a jarring juxtaposition: the bright sunny memories shopping with her and the lifeless aisles he was walking through now. They used to go grocery shopping together in a small market like this, just after she moved into his apartment. They didn’t like the same food – she was more of a health food fanatic – always inspecting nutritional values, eating things that Leo didn’t like. Leo ate junk food: soda, pizza, canned chili, so they usually had separate baskets when they shopped together.
“Hey,” Frank growled. Leo realized he’d stopped in front of a display of candy bars, staring at it in the semidarkness. He shook his head.
“Pay attention to what yer doing. We don’t have time to just stand around in here.”
“Why does it matter?” Leo asked. “Why can’t I just stand here all day?” His bitter laugh echoed through the dark store. It sounded strange to him – a bit too loud, a bit too eager. “We got all the time in the world, right, Frank?”
Frank grumbled something Leo couldn’t hear and moved farther into the store. Leo grabbed a pair of sunglasses off a nearby rack and pushed the cart a little too fast to catch up with Frank, like a kid following his hurrying father on legs that weren’t quite long enough.
The smell hit them as they moved up the first aisle, the stench of rotting meat and foul produce. Leo heard somewhere, before all this happened, that rotting chicken smells just like dead human flesh, and it was that same smell of death that crept up their noses as they marched farther into the store. It was like a mix of shit and damp rot, percolating in some sort of oversized crock-pot, wet and overpowering. He pulled the thin neck of his shirt up over his face to try to filter the smell. It didn’t help much, only combined the smell with his own sweaty, unshowered odor.
Frank seemed unfazed.
Leo guided the cart down the aisle, tossing random cans into their cart without reading the labels. Tamara always read the labels. He didn’t bother shining the light on the cans – the smell was bad enough that he wanted to get out of the store as fast as possible.
It reminded him of a Tupperware bowl of chicken and rice he’d left in the back of the fridge for months until it rotted. Tamara found it one day but wouldn’t clean it out – she said it was his mess. When he finally did manage to get it out of the fridge to put it down the garbage disposal he gagged while the disposal ground up the rotten, moldy food and pulled it down the drain. Tamara opened up all the windows and they went out to eat that night while the smell dissipated. Leo remembered not having much of an appetite, though they’d gone to one of their favorite Mexican places.
In the back of the store, close to the seafood counter, the stench was at its worst. The beam of the high-powered flashlight glided over the banks of rotted fish, the evaporated lobster tank, the dry shellfish, seeming to guide the stench to his nose like a lighthouse guiding ships home from sea. He hated the smell of fresh seafood, let alone this. He gagged, once, but his stomach held.
“Frank,” Leo said, his voice muffled through his shirt. “We gotta get out of here. This smell is awful.”
Frank paused, a box of salted crackers in each hand.
“It don’t smell good. Just focus on what you’re doing.” He dumped the crackers into the cart. “You ain’t smelled anything like this before? Ain’t you been to a grocery store since–” he trailed off.
“Since what, Frank?” Leo asked. Frank just shrugged and grabbed more crackers. “Since what? What were you gonna call it? Frank?” Leo voice followed Frank down the produce aisle as Frank walked out of his sight.
Leo followed him, shining the flashlight over the rotten vegetables. Some were dried and stale, but others looked squished and slimy.
Once, Leo left an onion and a head of lettuce in the produce drawer for a month. When he finally cleaned it out, after he noticed Tamara using the top shelf in the fridge for her vegetables, the lettuce and onion looked like this, all their water bled out of them. It pooled at the bottom of the drawer.
Then, and now, small fruit flies circled in the air, buzzing like old feelings.
[18] Arizona
“Frank, goddamn it!” Leo cried as Frank disappeared around a corner again, leaving him alone in the produce aisle.
Leo found Frank two aisles over, paused by a shelf of bottled water, grabbing as many bottles as he could before returning to their cart. Frank dumped them into the cart unceremoniously and walked off toward the granola bars, stacked on shelves in the fifth aisle.
Leo gave up trying to get answers and just followed Frank with the cart, grumbling, up and down the dark aisles, until the smell finally became too much to handle.
His head was pounding and he felt something awful coming up from his guts.
Leo stopped pushing the cart and wretched on the dusty linoleum floor. The light of the flashlight filtered through the rising kicked up dust, casting visible rays, like the sun streaming into an old room in the morning. With the flashlight still on the cart, Leo couldn’t see his sick hit, but he heard it splatter, wet and thick against the floor.
The sound threatened to make him puke again, but instead he just ran down the aisle, a dead sprint past the dead registers, spitting the taste from his mouth, out to the light of the parking lot outside.
The warm desert air calmed Leo’s breathing. The smell gradually left his nose and mouth as he sat down on the curb in the empty parking lot, his head down, his elbows draped straight over his knees, breathing heavy. He wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt, leaving a green stain on the white fabric of his shoulder.
[19] Arizona
“I just don’t get some people,” Leo told the ghost of Tamara in his mind, trailing back to a conversation they’d had after buying groceries one afternoon.
“I mean, that fight we saw, right in the produce aisle, that skinny guy in his silly bow-tie, yelling at his wife about string beans, it was like watching some old episode of the honeymooners.”
Leo copped an impression and made a fist, “‘Pow, right to the moon!’”
The fragmented Tamara, an ethereal memory, covered her mouth and giggled next to him, sitting on the curb just like she’d sat in the passenger seat as they drove home with groceries in the back seat. Her reddish hair shone in the sunlight, swaying as she laughed, then froze as she sobered. The image flickered in his mind, bobbing in and out, traversed with progressive scan-lines, like on an old TV set.
“I guess some people have bigger problems than us. Some people just take things too hard. It kinda puts things into perspective, you know?” she said. Leo wasn’t really listening – his thoughts on the curbside bleeding into the memory: she looked beautiful.
Where was she now? She was pregnant.
The Tamara in his mind’s eye cocked her head to the side, looking at him, a serious expression on her face, as if waiting for him to continue. He felt like an actor, slow to deliver his lines until his costar had to nudge him with a hidden elbow.
He tried not to think about how much he missed her.
“Yeah,” his memory said. “I guess it does.”
“Look, Leo, I’ve been thinking, I mean, seeing that made me think a little, you know? Every time we talk about kids – you get all upset. And I don’t want things like that to get in our way. I mean, I don’t want to get so stressed out together that we end up like that guy and his wife, fighting over string beans in the produce aisle. I can be patient if you are.”
Sitting on the curbside, Leo struggled to even remember what the conversation with Tamara had been. Children? They’d talk about children? That didn’t seem right. Was it?
It eluded him, so focused as he was on the fading memory of her in the car. Some miscommunication, probably, something that seemed so overwhelming in the thick of the thing, but so petty the instant he was removed from it.
But so much was like that. And those things, that’s how he knew, looking back, that he was really immersed deep in it, whatever it was, maybe life, maybe something else, but either way he was in it, and that made petty things more important than they really were. But at least, even immersed, that was living in the moment, living in the now, so deep inside it that he had time to examine the tiniest thorn in his paw because it was the only problem.
Nowadays, he ignored the thorns, because the cage loomed as a greater problem, the cage of his loneliness, of his helplessness, the prison of the empty world. God, what he would give for small thorns, for a single day with Tamara now.
“Yeah,” he said, “Look, I guess we’ll just talk about it when we’re ready.”
She smiled, lighting up her face. She tilted her head with her coy look, raising one eyebrow. The memory strengthened, ceased flickering. It was easy to remember her smiles. He sat on the curb and focused on that, watching her turn up the car stereo to dance in the seat. She squealed. “I love this song!”
[20] Arizona
Frank appeared several minutes later, breaking Leo from his reverie to retrieve the crowbar. After he picked it up, he ducked back inside to crack the door open enough to push out the cart. Leo helped Frank load the supplies into the back seat of the Jeep, then returned the cart to a corral in the parking lot, even though he knew it was a useless gesture. But he did it for the same reason he cleaned the trash up at their campsite. Old habits, he guessed: trying to think of others, even when no others existed. Was that it?
Back on the highway, Leo tried talking to Frank again. “Look, Frank,” he said. “I don’t know why you’re so stubborn about talking to me. I don’t know what you’ve got planned. I just want to know what’s going on.”
Frank nodded.
“Yeah,” he said. “You got a lot you want to know and I got a lot I want to know. But that ain’t the right way to go about it. Things come when they need to. We got our supplies. It’s time to go do what needs to be done next.”
They were outside town now, driving back out into the desert.
“What’s that?”
“There’s a place we need to go today, something you need to do. We’re going to the mouth,” Frank said.
“The mouth?” Leo asked.
“It’s why we’re in the desert. There are some places, Son, important places, and the mouth is one of em. We’re going there to find out what to do next.”
This was what Frank was talking about earlier, before they’d left camp. But it still didn’t answer any of Leo’s questions – it was just another side trip, as far as he was concerned.
“Yeah, but–”
“It’s a decent drive,” Frank interrupted him. “No point of gettin ahead of ourselves. Why don’t you keep tellin yer story?”
“I already told you about the day everyone disappeared. What else do you want to know?”
Frank scanned the desert horizon. “I need to know about yer life before. I need to know who you were. It’ll help me get a handle on things.”
Leo sighed. There wasn’t much point resisting Frank. And maybe Frank was right: things would come when they needed to. Leo needed patience, just like Tamara had always told him.
“Well, Frank,” Leo said. “Then let me tell you about Tamara.”
Frank nodded, steering the car out into the thick of the desert. The wind picked up, swirling sand and dust around the Jeep as they drove, out past the camp and the canyon, and into the reddish golden light of the desert.
[21] Before
Leo met Tamara when he was in the middle of a rough time, halfway through his stint at university. He’d been through some through things with his girlfriend at the time, a girl named Jenny. He’d quit his college job, stopped attending classes, and almost dropped out.
He met Tamara in the only class he was still attending, a poetry writing class. The writing helped him, so he’d been trying to keep up his attendance in that class – he’d always liked writing, but poetry gave him the chance to express personal ideas. He wrote a lot of thinly veiled poems about Jenny, his father, and his parent’s divorce.
“You poems are good, Leo,” his professor told him. “You just need to work a little to make them more accessible to readers.”
Leo didn’t want to do that, though. It was easier to write things that kept his meaning veiled, his internal struggles with loneliness hidden.
Tamara was a thin redheaded girl who wrote poems about paintings. Leo didn’t care about what the other student’s wrote about, but he liked Tamara’s. He’d always liked art and paintings, ever since he’d seen his grandmother’s paintings as a little boy.
So he kept his eye on Tamara in class, though he’d lose interest when the class was workshopping his poems. He didn’t really listen to their comments, Instead, he just stared at Tamara. Every class he got there early to claim a sit in the semicircle across from where she normally sat so he could look at her. She dressed in flowing broom skirts and tank tops, leather straps braided through her long copper hair.
One day, after class, while he was collecting his things to leave, Tamara approached to him. He could smell her perfume before he looked up from packing his bag. Vanilla and chamomile.
“I like what you write,” she said. She leaned closer to him, dropping her voice into a conspiratorial whisper. “Most of the stuff people write in here is total bullshit.”
He looked up at her and nodded. She was pretty, but not overly so, good cheekbones, oversized lips a little too large for her thin face. Her red hair hung down, framing her hazel eyes. As she talked she had a habit of squinting her left eye, like she was trying to raise her eyebrow, but failing.
“Yeah.”
She shifted her stance, transferred her books from one arm to the other. “You maybe wanna get some coffee?”
Leo thought about it. He didn’t really have anything to do, and Tamara was pretty. He didn’t think of Jenny. He was trying not to think of Jenny.
“Yeah. Sure.”
Outside the building in the sunlight, Tamara’s skirt swished around her legs as they walked to the Student Union to get coffee at the coffee shop. Mindful of her walking next to him, Leo wobbled a bit as they walked and talked, brushing a little too close to her by accident.
“Sorry,” he said.
“It’s all right,” she smiled.
They had coffee that day, and almost every day after class after that. Leo was reluctant to talk at first – he’d listen to her talk about her friends, her family, but once she got him to open up, the entire story of Jenny and what had happened with her poured out of him like water through a broken levee. She listened calmly, sipping her coffee, sometimes asking a question to clarify a point, but mostly staying silent.
One day he apologized for talking so much.
“It’s all right,” she said. “You seem like you need to talk about some things. It’s like, you’re really in it, Leo, you know what I mean?”
And that’s how it went for weeks. He loved those chats, loved Tamara’s patient ear. It was wonderful. At least, until he remarked to Jenny that he’d been hanging out with Tamara.
Jenny flew into a rage, her brown eyes darkening. She screamed, threw a tantrum, throwing his pots against the wall in the kitchen. They clattered to the floor.
“You fuck!” she yelled at him. “You’re fucking cheating on me with this girl, aren’t you? Admit it!”
But he wasn’t. He’d never touched Tamara, aside from his accidental brushes, though a few times he had almost kissed her, wanted to kiss her.. He imagined it, stopping midsentence to just bend forward over the table, lightly touching his lips to hers, mingling the sweet coffee taste in his mouth with hers. But Leo knew that it was only a crush. Tamara listened to him, and that was all.
It was enough to make anyone love her.
He didn’t say anything about his argument with Jenny to Tamara. The reality of the thing was, he did feel more for Tamara than he should have, and he didn’t want her to know, for fear it might kill what they had: that tentative friendship. And Leo needed her more than air, needed someone to just listen to him, needed to feel less alone.
[22]Before
A few weeks after the fight with Jenny, he kicked her out of his apartment, told her never to come back, told her he didn’t want to see her anymore. Her venom was too much.
“I knew it,” she told him. She spat the words from her mouth, hissing like a cat. “You are cheating on me with that whore from your class.”
He shook his head.
“Fine, you asshole. Fuck you then.” And she left.
Leo never saw her again. But there were still phone calls.
Jenny would call him at two in the morning, waking him up and begging him to take her back. Sometimes she would scream at him, sometimes she would cry and moan that she loved him, that they were meant for each other. She’d talk about the clinic and how he owed her for it.
He didn’t say much during these conversations, though he never hung up on her. He just listened to her pour out all her hate for him.
He knew, in a dark place, that he deserved her spite for what he’d done to her. Not kicking her out, but before that, that awful February day in the clinic. He had the date memorized: the 27th, two days after his birthday.
The clinic was why he absorbed her hatred.
Sometimes they would talk until the sun rose and the battery in his mobile phone would die, suddenly cutting them off. He never told her when the battery was almost drained, even through his phone beeped at him. He just let the connection go dead.
Later, when she got hold of him again, she would accuse him of hanging up on her.
She couldn’t see his shrug, over the phone line.
[23] Before
After Jenny left, spending time with Tamara breathed fresh vigor into his life. He began attending all his classes again. In most, he was too far behind and was forced to drop, but he didn’t care. His life was getting back together, piece by jagged piece.
He got a new job at the photo counter at the grocery store. Tamara worked there, so he could see her almost every day, not just the days that they had class together.
She taught him how to use the developing machine in the back room, showing him how to load rolls of film into the hopper and which sequence of buttons to press for black and white versus color. They would stay in the back room for hours, long after the store closed and the film was developed.
The manager soon got wind of how long the two of them took to develop film and started scheduling one of them on the register and one in the back, but Leo didn’t care. He still got to see her.
He started running again, something he’d always loved to do. He’d leave his apartment late at night when the streets were deserted to run and watch his shadow move under streetlights as he jogged up the street. Alone on the streets at night was one of the few times he didn’t feel lonely.
He loved to keep his eyes on the ground to see his shadow grow long under his pounding feet, snap back, disappear under him, then grow again, slowly. It made him feel like he was chasing it, overcoming it, then chasing it again, like he was always moving forward, prevailing, then reaching out for a new goal that hadn’t been possible before.
As he recovered from Jenny, Tamara and Leo became closer friends. They were together all the time, in class, after class, at work, but Leo was careful to keep it platonic. Sometimes they had awkward moments, but Leo would always steer the conversation back to something a little more comfortable by telling a joke to make her laugh. He was trying his best to be done with serious business. One of his favorite jokes was the one about baking muffins:
“Hey, Tam.”
“Huh?” She looked up from the open chemistry book that was spread out before her. They were studying at her place, on her bed.
A pair of empty coffee cups sat on her night table. Tamara’s fat black and white cat named stared at them from her spot curled up in the corner. “What?”
“So these two muffins were baking in an oven, right?” he grinned.
“Oh, God, Leo, not this joke again,” she groaned at him, falling back on her elbows and rolling her eyes.
“And one muffin looks at the other one and says, ‘Hey, it’s getting kinda hot in here, right?’ And the other muffin looks back and says–”
“Jesus Christ! A talking muffin!” she laughed at him and hit him in the side of the head with a pillow.
“Hey!” Leo said, tossing the pillow back at her. “You’ve heard this one before!”
“Only every five minutes. And why do muffins always sound like they’re gangsters from the New Jersey?”
They laughed together, Leo and Tamara. But in the moments after their laughter faded, she would look at him, her hazel eyes trying to stare in to him, get in to him, and Leo could tell, he knew it, and he would turn back to his own textbook, somber and avoiding her eyes.
[24] Before
A full semester later, just after spring break, Leo and Tamara made love for the first time. It had been just over a year since Jenny, since the clinic, since he’d met Tamara and gotten back on his feet, thanks to time, and especially time with Tamara.
It began unexpectedly. They’d both gone home for spring break, and this meant they hadn’t seen each other for a little over a week. On the day Tamara was supposed to be back, Leo set off, walking toward her apartment. It was an early spring day – scattered clouds and patchy sunshine – but warm enough for a stroll.
Halfway to her apartment, the sky darkened, scattered clouds turning completely overcast. Weather in the Midwest was fickle that way, but Leo was far enough along that it would have taken him as much time to go back to his place as it would to continue on.
Two blocks from her house the downpour began. The rain soaked through his thin jacket, chilling him, dripping in rivulets through his dark hair and from the tip of his nose.
Tamara’s apartment was a brick building half-built into the side of a hill, but instead of actually drawing the earth up to the walls, the builders had left a concrete trench around the whole building. The edges of the trench slanted down as the hill waned, but Tamara’s door was in the deepest part of the trench. Leo had to take a metal staircase down from the parking lot to her front door. Dead leaves from last autumn littered the ground, caught away from the gusty wind.
Under the dark, rainy sky, in the trench around her building, Leo stood, knocking and shivering – one hand on the metal staircase railing, hoping Tamara was back from spring break.
She was.
On his fourth knock the door opened, light haloed around her – the edges of her red hair aglow. Her face, backlit, was in shadow. Leo heard music playing in the background, a female jazz singer.
She squinted out at him.
“Leo? Is that you?”
He wasn’t sure if he was shivering from the rain, or the week spent apart after almost a year of daily visits, or the freedom of past trials lifting, or the rain, or the music in the background, but something was different. He stood there under the rain, shivering, hair wet and dripping, blue eyes blinking like a man newly awake.
He didn’t answer her and she didn’t ask again. She just took his hand and led him inside. Her apartment was just as it had been a week ago, when he’d last seen it, but everything looked fresh and new, the brick walls looked clean and bright red. The bathroom, with its old porcelain claw-foot bath, clear plastic shower curtain emblazoned with primary colored squares, the elementary school clock in her bedroom, ticking away, it all looked clean and bright: all those things he took in as he wandered from room to room, Tamara trailing behind him, whispering his name.
In the bedroom she softly touched the back of his wet neck and he shivered with it – not the cold, but the touch. He spun and pressed his hands against her shoulders, pushing her back against the brick wall – the color of her hair, copper against brick – and kissed her.
They made love all over her bed, kneeling, or laying side-by-side, or one on top of each other – kissing and whispering and shivering, light caresses and desperate tugs, all the while breathing together, chests rising and falling, quickening and slowing, moving together and separating for only a moment.
Afterwards, Leo laid in the dark, smiling and spent – Tamara’s head on his shoulder. They fell asleep together.
Later, he awoke alone, Tamara’s side of the bed still warm – her cat in the place she’d been moments before. A light came from the open bedroom door, and Tamara appeared with a glass of water in her hand. He looked at her. She was still naked.
“Sorry!” she exclaimed, waving the glass of water at him. “Thirsty. I didn’t mean to wake you up.”
She set the water down on the nightstand, shooed her cat away, and slipped under the covers again. They didn’t say anything for a long while, just lay there in the semidarkness, both staring out at the lit doorway, Leo closer to it, his face turned away from her – hers, looking toward him. She drew a leg up over him, her inner thigh whispering up over his knees, her warmth, her softness up against him.
It was there in the darkness, as Leo reviewed the evening in his mind, that he felt Jenny and the clinic recede further, pulling away from him and he sighed in relief.
“What are you thinking about?” she finally asked him, lifting her head off his shoulder.
“Nothing,” he said.
“No, really. What?”
He didn’t say anything to her, just pulled her head back down onto him. He couldn’t bring himself to talk about it, not then. Tamara knew it all already anyway, and he didn’t want to ruin the moment. But not telling her felt like a lie to him, and it separated them once again, pulled them apart even though they shared the same physical space. He didn’t like that, but he knew, for a moment at least, he’d felt less alone.
And that was enough.
It wasn’t much, but it was enough.
[25] Arizona
Leo paused. “Look, Can I ask you something, Frank?”
Frank nodded, but kept his eyes on the road.
“Why do you want to hear all this, anyway? I don’t know what my life before has to do with you.”
“It matters.” Frank turned off the highway onto a dirt road. Leo heard the hungry crunch of gravel under the Jeep’s tires.
“Yeah, you say that, but you won’t tell me why, Frank.”
Frank took one hand off the wheel to wipe it on the palm on his jeans. He followed suit with the other. “It matters because I’m here because of you, Son. This whole thing that happened, it’s all because of you. And that makes me into somethin I ain’t never been. This, I reckon.” Frank pulled on hand off the wheel in a sweeping motion.
“And this place, too, it’s all this way because of the way yer story is. That’s why it matters.”
“What do you mean?”
Frank pulled a bottle of water from the cup holder and opened it with one hand to take a long swig. Leo watched Frank’s Adam’s apple move up and down.
“I been through a lot in my time, Son.” Frank took another sip and grimaced.
“Yeah. A lot. I been all over, in all types of places different than this. They’re all the same, but they’re all different. Because I’m different.”
Leo’s interest piqued. Frank hadn’t spoken of this before. “I don’t understand. How exactly are you different?”
“You and yer need to understand. Some things is just the way they is, This is one of em. Understanding them don’t change nothin. Can even make things worse.”
“Yeah, but–”
“Some folks got this notion that we’re all solid, always the same, like waterin holes that always gonna be there,” Frank said.
“But it ain’t that way. The water in them holes is all over the place, at one time or another. It’s been in the ground, and in oceans, and in storms. Folks are more like storms, Son, spreadin stories like water all over the place, nurturin some things, dryin up others. But the storm keeps movin, keeps changing, and so does the water in the storm. It ain’t ever the same. I’m more like that than most.”
“So you move from storm to storm?” Leo asked.
“I do.”
“That must be tiring,” Leo said.
Frank got a funny look on his face and sighed. “It is. I can’t imagine nothin more tiring than that.”
[26] Before
It went well after that, with Leo and Tamara. Leo relaxed into a life of comfortable routine. He wasn’t really happy, not bouncing full of joy, anyway, but life was decent.
That was the thing about comfortable routines, Leo knew. They were comfortable, and that was all – that was their boon and their downfall.
He was in school and working at the photo counter, but the only real joy in his life was on the days he saw Tamara. He didn’t really recognize it as joy at the time. Leo thought joy was an explosion in a moment, but something that he could really only appreciate in retrospect, like 4th of July fireworks when they were over for the year, and everyone was walking back toward their cars. That was joy. Leo realized that in the months after everyone disappeared.
It was there, though. Joy.
And there was more, of course, more in between, more little moments and shared secrets, sweaty romps and serious talks, but it didn’t really matter. All that was important was that Leo calmed down his worries about Tamara and him, and they got closer.
A year passed.
Finally, it was enough he had to do something about it. He wanted her to live with him. He wanted to share his life with her. He wanted to see her every morning and every night.
He asked her soon after that. He got over all the remainder of his doubt, the remnant of fears he had after Jenny, and just asked Tamara to move in. It was an awkward question when it finally tumbled out his mouth, clumsy and gulping for air like a newborn. They were at his place, looking out over the street from his balcony – the same apartment they were living in together when everyone disappeared.
“Leo, I was worried we’d have to talk about that sometime soon.”
That wasn’t the response he was expecting. He’d thought there would be excitement and smiles, not a conversation.
She continued, “At first, when I met you, I wanted that right away, too. But you took so long asking me, and we talked so much, I started thinking more about it.”
She fiddled with the cinch string on her skirt, looking down at the tiny bells tied to the ends of the string. The bells tinkled.
“Taking it slow like we are, maybe that’s the right thing.”
“What are you saying, Tam?”
“I can’t do that right now. I can’t be with you completely yet, Leo. I need some more time.”
“How much time? I mean, we’ve practically been living together for months now, staying at each other’s places every night. I thought you were just waiting for me to ask.”
She chewed her lip and looked out from his balcony, scanning the street with her eyes. “Well, I have been, but not for exactly the reason that…”
“What?”
Tamara pointed down at a maple tree growing underneath them. It was a tree that Leo often admired from his balcony. The tree was tall and strong, beautiful, with wide, three-pronged leaves. The base was thick, supporting a wide canopy of branches. Later it would be destroyed by the plane.
“Just listen to me for a moment, okay? You see that tree down there? It’s pretty, right?”
“Yeah,” Leo said.
“So what happens to the tree when you leave this apartment?” Tamara asked.
“Uh...it stays there.”
“Yeah. So the only time that you can enjoy that tree is when you’re standing on this balcony looking at it, right? Since you can’t take it with you when you move.”
“I guess.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, uncomfortable.
“Because if you tried to take that tree with you, if you tried to move it somewhere else when you moved to another place, it would die when you uprooted it.”
“Tam, I think I know what you’re saying. But this sounds like bullshit.” Leo threw up his hands. In those days, before the long drives alone, he was quick to annoyance. It was patience he needed, just like Tamara was always telling him.
“No, Leo. Just listen for a moment. You have to leave the tree there, where it can grow, and if you try to uproot it, it’ll die. You can’t take the tree anywhere else, anywhere else that you go – it has to stay there to live. It’s not bullshit, and I’m different like that. Leo, when I see a tree under a balcony or even flowers – girls always like flowers, right?”
“I guess.”
“Well, say that you bought some girl flowers – she’d take the flowers and put them in a vase on her table and in a few days they would die. If you’d just left the flowers in the dirt, growing, well they could have lasted longer. They would have lived longer and…”
Tamara looked up at Leo’s face. “Oh, I’m not explaining this right.” She sighed and looked down at the tree again, put her palms against her cheeks. She shook her head and took a deep breath.
“I’m not like other people, Leo. I don’t need to own things to love them. I love that tree down there: it’s beautiful, just like flowers are beautiful in their beds. But taking them into my house and putting them in a vase, or moving that tree somewhere else, it kills things that people try to own that shouldn’t be owned, and I don’t want that tree to die, and I don’t want flowers to die, Leo. I don’t want to die, either.”
“That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard,” Leo said. “If you didn’t want to move in then fine, but just say that. Why do you have to make it this whole bunch of bullshit?” Leo was on the verge of yelling.
Tamara’s voice was stone calm. “Look, I know you don’t believe in much, Leo, but I know wisdom when I see it. It is about owning and being owned. It is, even if you don’t think it is. I love you, Leo, I do, but I can’t owe you anything else right now, not without losing something else. Maybe someday, but not now. I’m not ready to be in a vase in on your kitchen table or a tree under your window.”
Now Leo was yelling, “You’re just being selfish!”
Tamara flinched, but still stayed calm. She grabbed his arm with both hands.
“Think about it like this: all day every day people do what they don’t want to do. They go to work because they have to, they drive places to get things they need but don’t really want, they see people they don’t like because they have to – they owe things.”
Leo didn’t say anything.
“I don’t want to owe you anything, Leo. I don’t want to see you because I have to, or spend time with you because I have to. You can’t get around some owing, that’s the tragedy of life, but I want at least one person in my life that I get to see, not have to see.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Tamara didn’t say anything, she just opened the door and went inside, leaving Leo standing on the balcony by himself, looking down at the tree underneath him and trying to figure Tamara out.
[27] Arizona
“That’s the thing about Tamara, Frank,” Leo said. They were deep into the desert now. All signs of civilization were miles away – concrete swapped for rocky earth, buildings replaced by dead scrub grass and cacti.
“She knew who she was.” Leo lit a cigarette, blowing on the end to encourage the cherry.
Frank nodded, his hands on the wheel.
“It took me months to convince her to move in with me. She kept saying that it was too close to what she was worried about with all that owning stuff. I finally got her to agree, though, after enough pestering. I mean, I get what she was talking about, but still, it was a little overboard.”
Leo didn’t think Frank was going to respond, but then he did.
“Son, I don’t like to get in the way of your story or how ya tell it. It’s hard enough to get ya to start up as it is. I mostly just listen, I reckon. But there’s chances now and again for me to help ya a bit, especially with things still tumblin round in your mind. This is one of em.” Frank looked up into the sunny sky. He reached deep in his coat pocket, pulled a tin of tobacco, and dipped.
“Okay–”
“That girl a yours, she’s right. Not just about ownin things, that bit’s easy ta see. I mean more than that. All day long people are meetin and doin things together. You walk down the street and ya pass fifteen others goin the opposite way. You go to the bank and ya put in money and ya talk to the teller. Ya go get breakfast at the diner, you and waitress talk a bit, even if it’s just about what you’re orderin and what ya owe her for it.” Frank spat brown juice out the window.
“Now, you stop talkin and think about that waitress for a moment. You picture what she looks like up here.” Frank tapped two fingers against his temple and spat again.
Leo thought about it. He conjured an image of a waitress in his mind, imagining he sat in a small-town diner, in a blue vinyl booth, a menu in his hands. A thin, middle-aged woman approached him, brushed the brown strands fallen from her bun with one hand, the hand that held a plastic Bic pen, while she held her notepad with the other. She was tan with aged skin, like she’d smoked too many Pall Malls. She opened her mouth to speak.
“Say that you get breakfast from her one morning and afterwards ya tell her to have a nice day. Maybe she does. It wasn’t all because you said it, but waitressin’s hard work and the nicer folks are, the easier it is. Maybe she spends her whole day havin a nice one, and then gets hit by a car on the way home. It kills her.”
Leo pictured the grisly scene of the accident – the waitress leaving the diner, distracted by taking off her apron – she doesn’t see an oncoming pickup truck. She looks up, just in time, to see the headlights, bright and shining, and hear and screeching tires. Afterwards, she slides back into consciousness, just for a brief moment, to find herself lying on hard pavement, groggy and bleeding, a swirl of blue and red lights blurry in her vision, the scream of sirens fading from her ears. Then she fades out and never wakes up again.
“That’s sad.”
“Don’t get all emotional about it – this is just an example. But say, anyway, it kills her. Well, by any notion you’ve done her a service, wishin her a nice day. Her last one alive, it could’ve been shit and it could’ve nice, and it was nice. Follow?”
“I guess.”
“You didn’t have to make her day nice, did ya? All you was required to do was eat yer food and pay her and maybe tip her if you thought she was good. But you did a little extra and it was worth it, even if you never heard about it again, never saw her pitcher in the paper the next day.”
“Yeah. Okay.” Leo took a drag and exhaled. His voice was soft from the smoke.
“Well, there you have it. The entire fuckin’ human experience in a goddamn nutshell. Coz we’re all dying, Leo, make no bones.”
Frank chuckled and then started chuckling and wheezing. He flashed yellow teeth at Leo. “Though I reckon we all make bones eventually.”
“I’m still not sure I–”
“Christ, Son. I’m not sure they come denser’n you.” Frank spat.
“That waitress there, you made her day better, her last one. That’s the meaningful part, right?”
“Well, yeah, I mean, it was her last day–”
“Wrong! The meaningful part is that ya made her day. Coz not one of us got very many. It might have been her last day, it might not, but we all only got eighty goddamn years if we’re lucky and most of us not even that. It don’t make a lick a difference if it was her last day or not. In the entire grand spectrum of the universe, Son, we’re all in our last days, even before we begin em.” Frank’s eyes flashed and his laughs turned to wheezes again.
“That makes what yer girl was sayin pretty damn important and pretty damn right.” Frank spat out the wad of tobacco, then dropped his chin to his chest and studied the road before him.
“There’s more than enough owin’ and not enough doin’ on purpose.”
[28] Before
When she moved in, she brought a few things and her cat with her. After all the time Leo spent convincing her, when it seemed a far-off goal, it was sudden, her finally coming. And when she showed up in his doorway, a cat carrier in one hand and a duffle bag in the other, Leo wasn’t sure he was ready for it.
Imagining a thing was always different from the thing actually happening.
“Here, take this,” she said, handing him the duffle bag.
“This is everything. My dad came up today with his pickup and picked up the rest of my stuff to take back to their house.” She moved past him into the living room.
“Jeeves has been whining like crazy. I’m going to feed her to try to calm her down.”
Leo watched Tamara open the carrier. The twitching black and white cat came out slowly, checking the floor with her paws like it might be made of gas. She looked skeptical, even after she found out the floor was solid. Once she was convinced, she bolted, speeding under a nearby chair. Leo dropped down to his knees and looked underneath. Jeeves was quivering, the pupils of her yellow eyes staring back at him, unblinking.
“Just leave her alone for now. She’ll get used to it,” he heard Tamara call from the kitchen. “She’s just scared.”
Her and me both, Leo thought, but put on a neutral face. This had been his choice, and he wanted it. He reminded himself of that.
He was just a bit jumpy, remembering the fiasco that Jenny had been before. There were so many little changes, little things he would have to get used to – new groceries in the fridge, different shampoo in the bathroom, skirts hanging in the bedroom closest. And big things, too - different routines, the way they would spend time together. Would they always have to be interacting if they were in the same room? Would they have separate time at all? Would they just ignore each other after awhile? He was a little scared that seeing each other all the time would ruin the calming effect she had on him and dilute it into nothing.
He went into the kitchen and encircled Tamara in his arms to kiss the freckles on her bare shoulders.
“Hey, c’mon,” she said, a can of cat food in one hand, opener in the other. “I’m trying to...Leo! That tickles!” She dropped the food and opener and turned around, returning the tickling fingers. He kissed her, ran his hands through her hair, slipped his fingertips in the small of her back and trailed them up and down the slight indentation of her spine. Her arms wrapped around his neck and everything collapsed into that moment. There was only this.
Only them. Leo knew it was going to be okay since it was only them.
Later, she got pregnant and that changed everything. It brought it all back.
But for right then, it was okay.
[29] Arizona
“And that was that, Frank. We lived together for a year before everyone disappeared,” Leo said. He finished his smoke and flicked the cherry off the end. He felt like that part of the story was done, at least for now, so he changed the subject:
“I wanted to ask you about something else, Frank, something you said a few minutes ago.”
Frank swerved around a stand of cacti. They were off the highway now, driving down a broken, washed-out dirt road into the desert. The rocky sand was flat. Leo saw a tall stage of rock in the distance. That was where they seemed to be heading. He figured it must be the mouth Frank talked about earlier. Leo knew that once they got there, Frank would change the subject again. If he had any hope of getting his questions answered, he needed to ask them now.
“When you were talking about us only having a few years – I don’t get it. I’ve been thinking about it, the way you contacted me, the way you were just there at the perfect moment, the way you describe yourself. You’re a guide, right? You’ve got more than that, more than just a few years, don’t you? I mean, you’re not like me, are you, Frank? You’re something else, maybe not a ghost or whatever else I thought you were at first, but still, you are something else. And I want to know what that something else is.”
Frank breathed a deep breath in through his nose, expanding his chest against the seatbelt. He stared straight forward through the windshield.
“I suppose in a way, Son. In a way. But not really. Yeah, I just ain’t exactly like you, if that’s what you mean, but it ain’t as dramatic as yer makin it out to be.”
“Then why did you say that? Phrase it with us instead of you?”
Frank sighed. “You get used to sayin certain things to people after awhile, things that’s right for them, but not for you, and most people don’t ask for clarification. I’ve got less years than you, really. Once we’re done with what we’re doin – and we’re moving along nicely – it’s over then, and I’m somewhere else, with someone else. I’m not the same. I’m different. It ain’t like bein the same all the time, or at least feelin like I am, like you do.”
“Like I do?”
“Like you’re always the same guy, I mean. You got these memories of bein and they stack up on top of themselves, like a pile of wood, until you got enough to last ya for as long as they need to. It makes you feel like one whole pile, even though there ain’t no center to it. All you are is just cords and cords of wood, all stacked up together in a pile, but ya see the whole pile and that’s it. You don’t see the separate logs. I ain’t like that. I move on, and when I move on I’ll take a few logs from another pile that I ain’t started and I build a pile next to it. But it ain’t mine, and I ain’t gonna be able to keep it.”
“So, you mean when we’re all done, when we’ve finished with whatever this is, figured out what happened, you’ll go somewhere else? You’ll be someone else? With someone else like me?”
Frank looked up through the open top of the Jeep and squinted at the sun. “That’s about the long and short of it, Son.”
“Can you ever stop? Can you ever rest?”
Frank picked at a hangnail, looking down at his old, gnarled hands. “I dunno. Maybe someday. When it’s all done, whatever that means.”
[30] Arizona
Frank steered the Jeep down the broken dirt road into the deep desert toward the stage of rock in the distance. Leo watched the dusty scenery speed by outside, through the lowered windows of the Jeep. They passed smaller wind-whittled rock formations and long-dry rivers. The Jeep drove down into a dry creek bed, almost bottoming out as it pushed down into a deep ditch then back up on the other side.
Another twenty minutes brought them to the entrance of a gigantic stage of red and yellow rock. It came up on both sides of the Jeep. At first, Leo though they were driving through a canyon, but in the distance Leo could see the back of the rock formation, saw that it formed a large “U” shape.
Frank stopped the Jeep suddenly by pulling the hand brake. The following dust rushed past and slowly dissipated. Leo and Frank stepped onto the dry, sandy earth.
Stunted cacti, mixed in with yellow brush and grass, surrounded the Jeep on two sides. Leo caught a glimpse of a small lizard before it darted under a nearby rock. Large boulders framed the sandy floor, all the way down the side walls to the rear of the stage.
“What is this place?” Leo asked. “Why are we out here?”
Frank seemed even more stoic and closed-mouthed than usual.
“This is the mouth, like I told you back in town.” Frank said. “We’re here so you can listen to it.” He didn’t say anything more, just opened up the back of the Jeep and started rummaging around inside.
“What does that mean? Why is it called that?”
Leo heard Frank’s muffled voice from inside the Jeep. “It’s called that because it speaks. You can take any meanin from that you want. You’ll hear it soon enough.”
Not sure quite what to make of that, Leo looked around again. The sky above was a bright cloudless blue – the sun hung slightly under midway across the sky, telling him it was about eleven o’clock. The wind was muffled inside the mouth – it whispered in from the opening at the front, but died quickly, buffeted up against the three other walls.
Frank walked toward him from the back of the Jeep, carrying a bottle of water in each hand. “Follow me.”
Leo trailed Frank deeper into the mouth, toward the far rear wall. The rocky sand underfoot crunched as they walked, reminding Leo of the gravel path down to the water at his father’s house. He estimated that the back wall was about a hundred yards away, but it was so hot and dusty it was hard to tell. As they walked toward it, Frank leading, the two sides closed in tighter, funneling them toward the back.
“Where are we going?” Leo asked halfway to the back wall. He was ready to hear that the back wall was their destination. Already he was tired and thirsty from the heat.
“Up to the top,” Frank said.
At the very back of the mouth, Frank began to climb a faint path up the side of the rock. It was steep in many places, and Leo had to use his hands to pull himself up over the large boulders that had fallen from above and settled in the path. Some of the largest had carved groves in them, telling Leo that those rocks predated the path, or had been there for a very long time. The grooves in the rock were worn deep and smooth, almost like steps.
The minutes poured down in tandem with Leo’s sweat as they climbed the path toward the unbroken sky that waited above. He was getting used to being in the desert, his body was sweating less and conserving much of his water, but today had turned out to be very hot, and he wished he’d thought to bring his hat and sunglasses from the Jeep.
He kept his eyes on the water Frank carried in the twin bottles. The sunlight filtered through them. Leo tried to lick his limps with a limp and dry tongue.
They climbed on, up to the burning sunlight above.
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It took them another thirty minutes to climb to the top of the mouth, as far as Leo could tell from the sun, though it felt much longer. He could taste dust in his mouth.
As they crested the final boulder, Frank extended a hand to Leo and pulled him up over the edge. The desert spread out around them in a glorious view – the sandy floor far below was a vast ocean of tiny granules, peppered with rock formations carved by wind and rivers into exotic shapes, under the glowing blue sky. He felt like he could see for a hundred miles in every direction. He probably could.
On the pinnacle of the rise, centered between the twin arms of the mouth, lay a large flat stone crested in two sandstone boulders. Both were worn glass-smooth on top –
like the footholds in the lower boulders – Leo thought they looked like seats. But the seats didn’t look like they’d been here, eons ago, when the mouth was being formed by ancient wind and water – ages ago even in geologic time. They were too deliberate, too purposeful – they resonated with message and meaning – though Leo couldn’t imagine how or by whom they had been carried up the difficult path to this high place.
Leo felt a strange looking at the zenith, the flat stone, the twin seats, the sandy ground far below, as if he was walking through old ruins, older than anything he’d ever seen before.
“What is this?” he asked.
“This is the place to listen to the mouth,” Frank said, as though that simple answer completely explained the question Leo had asked. By asking it, Leo had meant so much more than a simple inquiry of place – he’d felt instead as though he was asking for the purpose of his entire life, all the old and big questions summed up in three small words, and answered just as flippantly.
Leo didn’t quite know what to say. Something in Frank’s voice, even Frank’s phrasing, had definitely changed since the morning. He wanted to ask more questions, but his voice was gravel in his throat. He wondered, standing there waiting for something to happen, that if this inability to communicate what he felt – the gravity of this place, the words that he spoke, both simple and profound at the same time – summarized the few things he knew – what he was, the loneliness, the fear, and the way he was even before the disappearances. Everything about him was just waiting.
Waiting for answers. Waiting to become something else, even if he didn’t know what that other thing was. Waiting to be whole again.
Frank walked over to one of the seats, the slightly smaller of the two, and sat down, facing the twin arms of the mouth. The palms of his hands rested on his knees. He took a deep breath with his eyes closed, and then began to speak.
“Listen to me now, Son, even if you don’t understand everythin I need to say, you must listen close.”
Leo nodded, taking a seat on the larger stone.
“This mouth is an important place. It has a way of taking a man to places he ain’t never been, and back to places he’s forgotten. It brings up somethin deep and needful inside you that ain’t never been let out before.”
“I, uh–”
“Listen, I said!” Frank shushed him. He glanced up to read the place of the sun in the sky.
“The things I need to tell ya here can’t be spoken anywhere else and we don’t have much time before you need to start. So let me talk. And stop your silly questions.”
Leo nodded again, feeling a bit sheepish for the rebuke, but alight with curiosity. Maybe he was finally going to get some answers. It’d been so long. Months.
“There are places in this world that ain’t like any others. They all got specific reason for bein. This place speaks things that need to be heard. There are others like it, but this is one of the most powerful, one of the oldest, and the best one for what’s happenin to you now.”
Leo bit back his questions, wanting to ask about the other places, about what needed to be heard, but he kept Frank’s wishes and stayed silent. There was a lump in his throat as he balanced on the stone. His fingers tingled and he slowly became aware of the wind in his ears as he waited for Frank to speak again. It struck him as odd, just then, that he hadn’t noticed the wind before. All the while he’d thought of this place as though it was brimming with silence, but no – listening, he heard it – there was Frank, and there was the wind.
“Son, we’ve got into a situation that there ain’t no easy way out of. You got some things about ya that I can’t make easy sense of. This mouth will help us some. The thing is, this place is dangerous, or it can be at certain times, and this is one of them.”
Leo nodded. He didn’t understand, but committed himself to listen. Tamara always told him he needed to be patient. So he would be patient.
Where was Tamara? She was pregnant. That was important. No. No, not now. He needed to listen. He needed to pay attention to Frank.
“First thing we need to do is get ya ready. Pull your feet up on the seat, like this.” Frank pulled his feet up to sit cross-legged. Leo copied him. It was hard to balance, sitting like that.
“Good,” Frank said.
He took a small leather pouch from the chest pocket of his plaid shirt. The pouch looked old and worn, creased leather polished smooth by human oils, like a wallet a man had carried for many, many years.
Frank unzipped the pouch and took out a battered corncob pipe. He loaded it with a mixture that looked liked dry white and blue flower petals. All the while, he sang to himself under his breath. He didn’t hurry, but took his time.
While Frank loaded the pipe, Leo watched and shifted on the seat, a bit uncomfortable. His hot jeans were bunched up behind his knees. He was thirsty and warm, though the wind helped a little.
“This is,” Frank finally said, then followed it with a word that Leo didn’t understand. “Roughly, that means ‘mother’ or somethin akin to that. That’s the best way a puttin it.”
Frank waved his hand indicating the mouth and the vast, spread out desert around it. “This place up here at the top of the mouth, well, it’s the ‘father.’” He said another word that Leo didn’t understand. “They work together, like parents should.”
Leo nodded again. He felt like all he was doing was nodding. None of the things Frank said made much sense to him and he anxiously tried to figure them out on the fly. There was so much to take in, so much sensation to sort into his clouded mind.
Frank gingerly handed Leo the pipe loaded with the mixture. “Careful now,” Frank said. “Don’t spill.”
Leo took the pipe, unsure of what to do with it. He cradled it in his hands. He smelled the mixture. It smelled sweet, like the potpourri his mother kept in the bathroom when he was a child.
Frank handed Leo his silver Zippo. “Now, take this, but take it long and slow.”
Leo put the end of the corncob pipe in his mouth. It tasted strange, musky and sweet, like nothing he’d ever tasted before. Holding the pipe between his teeth, Leo lit the mixture with one hand, while shielding the flame from the wind with the other. It was difficult to do – the flame on the Zippo burned skyward and he put it out twice trying to force it down into the bowl. On the third try, the pipe lit.
“Good,” Frank said. “Take her into you. Hold her there. She helps the father speak to you, helps you hear his language. Like an old married couple.” Frank said.
Leo coughed. The smoke was thicker and more pungent than cigarette smoke. It didn’t taste like it smelled - it was more bitter than sweet. It reminded him slightly of sour squash and yams, a rotten Thanksgiving meal. He almost gagged. “How much do I have to –”
“She’ll let you know,” Frank said.
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Leo smoked.
Frank began singing. It was like nothing that he’d heard before, a droning, rising noise, a melody-less tune that rose and fell with the cadence of the wind. A slow song, building and falling, but with each rise it seemed to reach higher than before, and with each fall, deeper.
Leo closed his eyes and listened to the expanding scope of the song. It was wordless, somehow both soothing and unsettling at the same time. He could feel the rhythms of the song begin to shape the way that he smoked – he began to breathe in as the song rose – the smoke seemed to fill him until he could take no more and he felt like his lungs would burst – then he exhaled slowly, falling downward with the song, breathing out the smoke into the increasing wind.
His body felt light.
So did his head.
Frank hadn’t told him to close his eyes, but after closing them, Leo knew it was the right thing to do. He sat and smoked and listened to the song, rising and falling, like he imagined the deep rhythms of the earth would sound like, if he could hear them. In the rising wind Leo wasn’t sure if he could tell the difference between the wind and Frank –the two blended together with such a fantastic synergy there was no way to distinguish between them.
His eyes closed, Leo saw tiny globules of white and blue light expand against the darkness of his closed eyelids, like the fireworks that appeared when he laid in bed at night as a child, pressing his fingers tight against his eyelids. The globes floated to meet him, surrounding him, splashing against his body in wave after wave of warm light.
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