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His car map showed Reserve, New Mexico as a small black spot of a high mountain town stuck away in the Tu-larosa Mountains, halfway between the Zuni Reservation�s mesa land to the north and the deserts of Lords-burg well to the south. The road he drove offered only winding curves, tall ponderosa pines, red rock buttes, knife ridge mountains, and too much loneliness between exiled gas stations. But for a photojoumalist out to make a buck on sucker landscape views, the time saved in bypassing Albuquerque made up for the fact it wasn�t the Interstate.
No. Not by a long shot.
His last gas had been in Zuni. The pump station in Fence Lake had been closed, like the rest of that dying farm town. The two stations in still-alive Quemado both refused his plastic, insisting on scarce cash. The flyspeck single pump station in Apache Wells had been open, a grinning country boy type ready to pump. For cash. The man�s sun weathered face had even looked half-friendly as he pointed to an inside wooden desk lacking phone, fax or credit card imprint machine. Shit! He spit out the car�s open window, then tossed out a crumpled pop can for good measure. It clattered distantly against the cutbank arroyos of a dry creekbed running alongside State Highway 12. No echo came back from the high walls of the mountain canyon that funneled him towards Reserve. County seat of Catron County. Elevation 5,770 feet. Population�probably two goats, a few pinyon rats and some retired prostitutes.
Something pale green flashed at the highway�s shoulder, looming up like a saguaro cactus, arms stuck out imploringly. He read the sign.
Litter Control. Next 3 Million Miles. Uncle Jack�s Home for Retired Space Beings.
What!
He pumped the brakes, slowing to a gravel-skid stop on the road�s shoulder, unworried about other cars. This was late fall, long past tourist season. And�
He read it again through the windshield. Then he got out, stepped to the side of the shoulder, took a piss, zipped up, and turned suddenly, daring it to still be there. His eyes fixed on the standard green rectangle common to both urban and rural highways. The kind of Adopt-A-Highway sign put out by road crews that tout the good deeds of the local Kiwanis Club, the Rotary, the Primitive Baptist Church, or even some ranching family. He�d once seen individual families listed as litter pickup sponsors in an isolated part of eastern Oregon. But this� He read it again, callused fingers tracing out the raised letters as he read something that had to be a joke.
Litter Control. Next 3 Million Miles. Uncle Jack�s Home for Retired Space Beings.
�Bullshit.� But he said it less loudly than usual, uncaring whether the red-barked ponderosas agreed, disagreed, or just didn�t give a damn�like he�d been right after Elaine�s funeral, at age thirteen. He stepped back, afraid for some reason. Instinct prevailed.
�Snap. Rrrr. Snap. Rrrr.� His good old Pentax K1000 SE camera took pictures of the sign. Proof. Pictures were proof. Of something. He�d learned that overseas. The camera dropped, hanging from his neck by its cord. He turned and got back into the car, started the engine, and continued driving south to Reserve.
Maybe he could sell the National Enquirer one of those bullshit stories about Elvis having some alien�s baby, backed up by the photos. He grunted.
Just a few more bucks.

Downtown Reserve lay off the main route.
Main route? What a joke. A winding, black asphalt lane led off anemic Highway 12. The big prize? A motel, a gas station, a shuttered-up welding shop, and, about midways down the town�s main street, lying under the gnarled limbs and jade green leaves of a big, old cottonwood, stood a plank and timber cafe. Emma�s Cafe. More like an old quonset hut, with a big bay window staring at him cyclops-like. He stopped in front of the cafe. The car�s engine died on the sandy gravel lying at the edge of the road. He got out, vaguely bothered by how often things out here were a bit messy, not neat, trim and ordered. Roads faded into offroad parking areas which serpentined around buildings to a pile of trash out back, and the few people in town walked lazily down the middle of the scab-patched road like they had no fear of being run over. Or no worries? Whatever.
Reserve. A place of purple dust, bright sunlight, and cool winds. The few elderly rancher-types sitting in old sofas on storefront porches just nodded at him as he walked from car to cafe, accepting him. Accepting his presence like the rain, the wind, the Sun and the desolation of a place so far from LA that its mere existence seemed ghostlike.
The cafe�s plank door slammed open satisfyingly. But the inside was dark, too dark for grand entrances. He blinked, pupils adjusting. Old combat photography instincts came back from Gulf War times, making him step to the right, out of the late afternoon sunlight. So he wouldn�t be backlighted to whoever was inside. Visible, yes. But at least not backlighted for some sniper half a mile a way.
His vision cleared. Images formed.
There was a sit-down counter to the right. Wood tables and chairs in a middle row and to the left. A cigarette machine and an enclosed toilet filled one distant comer. A walled off kitchen area occupied the other corner, downwind from the lunch counter. A four point buck trophy was mounted on one side wall. Behind the counter hung the wall posters. Political campaign posters�some woman for County Clerk, another woman running for Catron County Treasurer. Then came the fun posters�a local rodeo featuring barrel-racing, a flashy poster advertising �Buffalo Ranch�Real Wild West!� and music� raw, mournful country-western tunes blared out from some invisible jukebox, reminding him of Linda before the divorce. Before she abandoned father and son. Before�
�Howdy. You want lunch, dinner or just coffee?� asked a woman who�d come out from the kitchen area, wiping long-fingered hands on a stained apron. The cook? No. Something moved at the far end of the counter. A seated woman who�d been reading the local paper glanced his way briefly, then kept on reading, returning to the statue-like pose that had fooled his eyes when he�d first looked around. The newspaper woman wore a cook�s white cotton outfit over plaid shirt, jeans, and worn cowboy boots. He answered the standing woman.
�You got apple pie?�
�Yep. A la mode?�
�Please.� He turned and headed for an empty table in the front comer, where he could sit in shadow and watch his car through the bay window. Urban habits die hard. The woman called after him.
�You want the pie heated up?�
Jeez. �Sure.�
Sitting down, he tuned out the country music, laid his camera in front of him, checked the F-stop settings, noted he still had twenty shots left on his thirty-six frame roll, and wondered if the line about being an internationally famous photojoumalist would still work. It had with Linda. Until he�d spent too much time away from home. Away from�
�Here�s your pie.� Silverware, paper napkin, and something that smelled like homemade ambrosia were laid on the scratched pinewood tabletop. His mouth watered. His body remembered the aches of the long drive down from Gallup. But business always comes first. He looked up.
�You Emma?�
�Yep.� She inspected him, eyeing his dusty clothes. He looked back. A tall, blond, Scandinavian-looking woman dressed in jeans and a black cling top watched him patiently. Then wry bemusement flashed in silvery-gray eyes. �My place. You lost?�
He sat back in the chair, wondering why he was the only customer in the cafe. �Nope. Photojoumalist. I take pictures and sell them for money. Sometimes I write up stories.� There, an implied line is better than a spoken line. In rural hamlets like this, hope always springs up, like desert flowers after the first spring rains.
Emma glanced back at Cook, who still read her paper, then back to him, one hand resting on her hip. She tilted her head to the side, like a bird does while inspecting a tree bark crevice for its insect breakfast. �Where from?�
�Los Angeles. Riverside, actually. To the east of downtown LA.�
Emma shook her head. �Too many people in places like that for me. You want coffee with your pie?�
Damn. He was going to lose her. And with the mystery of the road sign still unresolved. He stuck a fork in the pie, but held on to eye contact. �Maybe later. Hey�you know anything about the road crews that put out the highway signs?�
Emma leaned back against the rim of a nearby tabletop, crossing her arms and relaxing as if she had nothing better to do. Or perhaps� perhaps being friendly with an out of town stranger was normal here. No one had asked his name yet. Emma hadn�t bugged him about cash money. Emma smiled easily.
�Some. Janie�s boyfriend Joe works for them sometimes. When he�s not doing seasonal work on a Forest Service fire crew. What�cha want to know?�
�There�s a funny road sign a few miles north of here.�
�Funny?� Silvery-gray eyes sharpened.
He shrugged, enjoying the cool shadows of the cafe, the woman�s feminine presence, the smell of the cooling pie as vanilla ice cream melted into creamy white pools on either side, even the studied indifference of Cook. The spring-tight nerves he�d had ever since blowing most of his cash in Gallup to fix a dead radiator eased a bit. �Yeah. The litter control signs. You know them?�
Emma looked away, eyes going momentarily distant; when she looked back, the friendly smile seemed guarded. �Sure. The County puts them out. Mary Alice over in Public Works orders them up from some sheet metal shop down in Silver City. So?�
�The one north of town said something crazy. It said�Litter Control. Next 3 Million Miles. Uncle Jack�s Home for Retired Space Beings.� He grinned, feeling boyishly foolish at saying something so silly. Emma didn�t smile.
�Jack�s Home? Oh.� False front surmise filled her windburned face. �Hey. Someone�s messing with Mary Alice. Jack runs a dude ranch east of town, off a dirt track going up to Eagle Peak.�
No aliens. No space beings. Just some summer camp for yuppies who liked to ride horses, use an outhouse, and go back home to brag about how they�d �roughed it��once. Unlike the people who lived it day in and day out. Like his grandpa. Still� money was money. Truth didn�t matter all that much. Another overseas lesson. �How do I get there?�
Emma grimaced. �You got four-wheel drive in that jalopy? No? I thought not. You�ll bottom out on the road up to Jack�s place.�
�I take pictures. I can always take pictures of the mountain and Jack�s place. Maybe write a story. Help him out.�
�He don�t like visitors.�
�But it�s a dude ranch. For tourists. You said so.�
She blinked, looking suddenly tired. �Look. I got a cafe to run and a teenage daughter to feed and clothe all by myself. I�ll bring your coffee.� She stood up.
�Emma.�
�Yeah?� she called back his way as she walked past Cook to the kitchen�s open doorway.
�I�m Bill.�
�Your coffee�s coming right up, Bill.�
Silence. Cook read on. The cool shadows deepened. The country music moaned. Finally, all he could do was eat the pie, slurp up the melted ice cream, drink the coffee, and wish he were back home with Davy. Him and Davy. All that was left.
Small towns weren�t supposed to be so lonely.

The gas station attendant�s rough-scrawled map to Jack�s place didn�t match anything he saw after he turned off county road 435 and crossed the San Francisco River. Then he�d gone stupid. Leaving the green-grassed valley that stretched south to San Francisco Plaza and Lower Plaza for the windy, narrow Forest Service dirt track that led deep into the high ponderosa groves of Gila National Forest had been stupid. Continuing on even after he high-centered and lost his muffler was criminal. Still, he�d always been stubborn. Before he�d lost hope.
A fork in the road loomed in the late afternoon sunlight. To the right it opened out into a high mountain meadow; weathered wood buildings shimmered in the distance. To the left it disappeared into the ponderosas, heading vaguely east, towards the high purple-red rock of Eagle Peak. The map indicated a right-hand turn. He turned right.
Nothing but an old mining ghost town. Only the wind still argued about stolen claims. He turned back, driving carefully to avoid the sharp-edged rocks exposed by late spring rains. Nobody had been up here to grade the road in a long time.
The fork.
It would be dark in a few hours. He had a photo shoot already set up in Silver City. Some kind of gamblers mecca place that would open soon, and the owner wanted national travel magazine exposure. Which was why he�d advanced Bill gas money. Still, he didn�t like being put off by country bumpkins.
He turned right at the fork, heading up a dirt track that showed deeper rutting than the ghost town track.
Two miles. Another mountain meadow. Four miles. A dense ponderosa forest. Six miles, and his car nosed out slowly into a wide clearing. A clearing that lay pristine, natural and heart-aching beautiful just below a sheer cliff face. Above the cliff ran a sawtooth ridgeline, angling left, towards still distant Eagle Peak. Down below, to one side of the clearing, stood a two-story lodge made from rough-sawn planks, notched logs, and scavenged windows. Stately ponderosas flanked the lodge, while a dozen or so log cabins hid among a scatter of other ponderosas, their green-topped crowns swaying lazily ninety, a hundred feet high overhead. Big trees. A lone Suzuki jeep with ripped out seat cushions lounged in front of the lodge. Somewhere, horses neighed, maybe in the barn he now saw lying on the other side of the clearing, next to a broken down corral.
Some dude ranch.
He stopped by the jeep, got out, took the lens cover off his camera, stepped onto the open porch, and walked up to the lodge�s front door. The interior of the place stood open, only a rickety screen door preventing the entry of anything larger than a mongrel dog. He knocked on the door frame. It banged loosely.
�Hello? Jack? Is Jack around?�
Footsteps sounded inside. Off to his left, among the weathered cabins, something moved. �Hello?� He turned.
Something yellow, sheetlike and very fast moved around a cabin corner, disappearing from his peripheral vision before he could focus on it.
The screen door opened outward, forcing him to step back. An older man looked at him. The uncle of the Marlboro Man. Shit. Even down to the scratched cowboy boots, leather vest, heavily washed lumberjack shirt, and crow�s feet around stark blue eyes. But the six-shot revolver hanging from his narrow hips was not some advertising image. It was real. Real like the gray in the man�s handlebar mustache. He looked surprised at finding a visitor on his front stoop.
�Hello yourself. Who are you?�
�Bill Johnson. I�m a photojoumalist from LA.� No reaction. �Emma said you ran a dude ranch. That true?�
The man rubbed his freshly-shaven chin. �Used to. Not anymore. I�m retired.�
�You Uncle Jack?�
The man crossed his arms, leaned against the doorframe, and eyed Bill with a sardonic skepticism that seemed reserved for officious, nosy outsiders who didn�t understand the rules of country privacy. �Maybe. Who�s asking?�
Damn. He was already late and this character wanted to play games. �Hey. I�m not IRS. I don�t give a damn if you work on the side to supplement your social security. I just wanted to know if� if this was Uncle Jack�s place.�
He nodded courtly-like. �I�m Jack. Been here thirty years this Sunday. What brings you up this way? That car of yours looks dead beat up. It�s not smart to chance a city car on our back roads.�
Roads? What a laugh. But he didn�t. He just stood there, camera dangling from his neck, afternoon wind picking up and cooling things off a bit after the warm Sun of the day. He felt stupid and foolish. �I saw a road sign north of Reserve.� Jack waited patiently, eyes twinkling. �I know it�s probably some practical joke, but I took a picture of it anyway.�
�What kind of sign?�
He searched the old man�s sunburned face, wondering if he were the only living being in this place of high mountain silence. A litter control sign.� Jack�s casual manner sharpened a bit. �It said�Litter Control. Next 3 Million Miles. Uncle Jack�s Home for Retired Space Beings.�
Jack laughed. Loudly. �You really are from the city.� His laugh ran down slow like, kind of the way a car�s fuel line clogs up, a sputtery stop-and-go kind of laughing that finally sighed away into the wind. �You believe everything you read?�
His face burned. �Nope. Not since the Gulf War.�
Jack�s bluff good humor slowly sobered. �Oh. Were you in combat?�
�Nope. Just took a lot of photos. Pictures. For magazines. Newspapers. The usual war stuff.�
Jack looked confused. �Then why do you seem so��
�Forget it.� He turned to leave, raising the camera to take a few scenery shots. Maybe he could sell them to some RV magazine. �I just saw a stupid sign that reminded me of something. But Emma�s right. It�s gotta be someone playing a practical joke on you.�
The camera snapped. He thumbed the take-up lever, enjoying the physical feel of doing something for himself, rather than relying on the electronics of the newer cameras. You could really only rely on yourself. That�s what he�d learned during the divorce. The abandonment. And especially when he�d come home to an empty house after Elaine�s funeral. No one left but Davy, and he�d chosen to stay the night with some high school friend. A rarely seen father offers less comfort than a friend who�s there for you day and night, year in and year out. Jack scuffed boots behind him.
�Well, uh, if you say��
Something long, low and beetlelike skittered between two cabins, keeping to the late afternoon shadows. His camera snapped automatically. His eyes refused to believe what he�d just seen. Naw. Had to be the waning light. The last time he�d seen a human-sized cockroach was when he�d read an illustrated edition of Kafka�s Metamorphosis. He stopped by the car as Jack finished talking.
��Say so, then go on back to Reserve. But watch out for that drop down to San Francisco Plaza. You can lose traction in the loose dust.�
He looked back at Uncle Jack. The man�s eyes seemed to be having trouble focusing on him. They would look away suddenly, to the side or beyond Bill, to something behind him. The cabins? He turned and looked.
Cockroach stood upright in the fall sunlight, looking at him.
Dizziness hit. Hard. Like when you don�t eat for a day. Or when you�re dehydrated. Or when you have a high fever. That kind of delirious dizziness.
But he�d just eaten. Drunk enough coffee to make him want to pee. And there was nothing wrong with his Army tested eyesight.
Cockroach eyed him. Curiosity shone forth, along with a sense of a fuss budget family servant, a retainer put out to pasture after a lifetime of loyal service.
Shit.
He wasn�t really a cockroach. The eyes were something weird, like two blue saucers that seemed deep as an ocean. What he�d thought were antennae were actually long strands of something silky, resembling hair. And the insect-like body of brown chitin plates seemed less rigid than on first glance. More like a very tight-fitting winter suit. But whatever it�he�was, he possessed two weirdly jointed legs and four articulated arms that ended in slim, prehensile digits. Digits that resembled fingers. As much as the eyes resembled human eyes.
Jack coughed.
�Captain Twixell, that�s enough. You�re scaring him.�
Cockroach turned his attention to Jack, now standing beside Bill with a warm, comforting hand on his shoulder. A human hand. His shakes died away just as he realized he�d had them.
Sound screeched. Captain Twixell the Cockroach turned and ambled away through the ponderosas, heading for the horse bam. Slowly, like a tree falling to a lumberjack�s saw, he turned and faced Uncle Jack.
�That sign was no joke. Was it?�
Jack still held his shoulder in a firm grip. But a friendly grip. Like the way his grandpa had shaken hands with him that summer he�d spent on the family farm outside of Houston, long, long years ago. Jack�s mustache wiggled as he spoke, wryly. �You�re taking this well.�
�Well? It�s not the first time I�ve seen crazy things. But usually I�ve gone through a quart of Jim Beam.�
Jack sighed. �Come inside. You look like you need to sit down.�
They went inside, into shadows. Past a Victorian-style sitting room up front, all fitted out with highbacked sofas, a baby grand piano, several bookcases stuffed with books lacking the dust of disuse, and old black and white photographs. Antique portrait photos of frontier men and women stared down from the wood plank walls. Even a Zuni, Hopi and a Navajo or two looked down from their own frames, somber as the Anglos. Too many people to be Jack�s grandparents.
Down a long hallway, and past stairs going up to the second floor, lay the kitchen. Jack sat him down, then offered iced tea pulled from a twenty year-old refrigerator that had never seen a hungry teenager. Or an ice-maker. Jack got out two glasses, poured, set the pitcher down on the counter, and put a chilled tumbler of rawhide-colored liquid in front of Bill, keeping one for himself.
�Bill, you feeling all right?�
�Huh?� He looked up as Jack sat down across from him, legs stretched out to rest work-worn boots on a handmade split-pine chair. Honest sympathy shone in Jack�s face. �Yeah.� He sipped the iced tea, putting it down when the shakes returned. Very carefully. Very exactly. Like a helicopter coming into a hot LZ pad, he navigated the water-dewed bottom of the glass down to its nexus with a polished burl wood table top. A slice of wood from a tree that had to have been three hundred years old. Handmade. Like a lot of the stuff on the hallway walls and in the simple kitchen. He licked dry lips. �Jack, what the hell�s going on here?�
Jack sighed, long, low and musingly. Bushy eyebrows almost hid the man�s lake-blue eyes. �Nothing. Nothing at all. You go on back home to LA and forget all about this. Nobody�d believe you, anyway.�
Stubborness welled up. Along with something else. �I�ve got pictures. Photos don�t lie.�
Jack laughed gruffly. �Bullshit. Digitized photo images can be morphed so they�ll show Joe Stalin humping Marilyn Monroe. Don�t you keep up on your own field?�
What the hell? �So what! Get a TV news crew out here with a satcom dish and remote broadcast van, and they�ll believe.�
Jack shrugged, sipped his iced tea, and mumbled �If they want to believe.�
Overhead came the sound of steps. Not footsteps. But steps. Jack winced. �Damn. Told her to stay in her room.�
�Who?�
In the hallway behind him, the aged stairs creaked as wood shifted to a tread totally lacking the pacing of normal humans. People. He swallowed hard, focusing on Uncle Jack. �Who, Jack?
Jack looked sour, glancing behind Bill as the steps walked right up to and then stopped behind Bill�s chair. �Captain Siane, that�s who. She�s a nosy bitch who won�t follow anyone�s rules.�
�Rules are for those still working by the rules,� murmured a voice like a waterfall. Bill turned, wishing, hoping this was all a dehydrated dream where he�d wake up late at night, beside his broken down jalopy, stuck in a rut high on some New Mexico mountain road that lacked people but still echoed to the sound of normal things. Like birds, insects, pine squirrels and the wind. He looked up.
She.
He saw no breasts. Nothing mammalian at all about this woman. But very feminine. Very earth-motherish. Not pinched like Linda. Open. Expansive. Considering. Her eyes were the best part. The normal part.
Two sandy brown eyes watched him from a thin elfin face, looking down from an impossibly tall, slender frame that was humanoid�as much as he could tell under the camouflaging jeans and cotton work shirt. The clothes had been adapted from some ranchwoman�s work clothes, but two feet of raw cloth had been added on. Folded hands lay clasped where a waist should be. And probably was. The tea spilled noisily as his hand jerked back, clutching, seeking something normal. Regular. Humanlike. Anything but this� this�
�Oh, goddd��
�Which one?� asked the alien woman, a beautiful smile filling her face, much like a Seurat pointillist painting will suggest a shape without the use of straight lines.
�Uh��
Jack coughed irritatedly. �Captain Siane, you know the rules of the Refuge. Why the hell are you scaring the shit out of this poor outsider?�
Siane turned her gaze from Bill. He slumped in the chair, heart thumping wildly. Her gaze on him had been like a mongoose eyeing a snake. Had he been prey? Or just a curiosity? �Uncle Jack, your rules are extreme. The townspeople don�t mind us.�
Us? He turned back to Jack as Captain Siane regally rounded the table and leaned back against the kitchen counter, where she could watch them both. Jack pulled out a pen knife and started trimming his nails, not looking at her. �Rules are obeyed by polite people. Even if they disagree with them.�
He swung his head back and forth between the two of them, unable to believe the inanity of their conversation. Aliens were here, on Earth! Major news. Major photos. Big money. Money enough for him and Davy to�
Siane looked his way sharply. �Bill? You�re the Bill who talked to Emma, aren�t you?�
He gulped. �Jack. Uncle Jack. Does she read minds?�
Jack and Siane both laughed hilariously, clutching their stomachs. He simmered. �Hey. There�s no phone lines to this place. It was a serious question.�
Jack shook his head, bemused now that Siane wasn�t arguing with him. �CB,� he said.
�Ceebee?�
The hand with the pen knife jerked one thumb back to the white porcelain kitchen sink. Beside it sat a squarish lump of plastic and metal that blinked a few lights and sported a whip antenna. The kind you see on rural pickups. Oh. He understood now. Citizens band radio. Out here, in the rural West, CBs went with pickups and gun racks in the back window the same way a BLT sandwich always had three ingredients. Pickup, gun, and CB. All the locals had them.
�Emma called you?� he asked as Siane watched them both intently.
�Of course. As did Hank at the gas station. We�re not country bumpkins around here, you know.�
He didn�t know. And he�d made some stupid assumptions. He shook his head, cycling back to two things not made in Detroit or Tokyo. �Her. Cockroach man. Where the hell are they from, and why haven�t they� haven�t they�� Siane seemed amused by his stumbling over the hackneyed words usually contained in five buck sci fi thrillers.
�Why haven�t we done The Day The Earth Stood Still number?� she asked.
He nodded, numb. �You watch TV reruns too?�
Siane assumed a very serious manner; almost a command manner, much like that belonging to a general commanding an armored division who worried about the people inside his expensive hardware. �Only when I�m bored. But in space, nothing is ever lost. Even old films.� She smiled quirkily. �Sorry. No residuals for retired screen writers. It�s a bit hard to tax empty vacuum.�
Warmth flushed his face. Dimly, he realized he was about to faint. He�d been hyperventilating. Cold liquid splashed his face. Jack put down his empty tea glass, eyes angry as he turned on his boarder.
�Siane! Leave him alone. And don�t play mysterious with him. He deserves politeness just like anyone else around here.�
She fixed hard, hard eyes on Uncle Jack. �So? No one asked him to come up here. No one asked him to invade Captain Twixell�s afternoon constitutional. And no one invited him to feel lustful emotions about Emma. I like her and Janie. They don�t need jerks like this guy bothering them.�
He? A jerk? But how had she known? Jack slammed a fist on the table, really angry with Siane. �Captain! Now he�s all worried again.� Siane simmered, not giving ground. Jack turned to him, handing over a towel for his face. He wiped. Jack reined in his temper and talked reasonably. Normally. �Bill, she isn�t a telepath. But she is a nosy bitch who can never refrain from taking an empath reading on anyone who comes visiting.� Empath? His confusion showed. Jack growled, eyeing Siane again. �See? Bill, she just picks up on emotions. That�s all. Some humans are like that too. So rest easy.�
Rest easy? Hysteria died before cold anger. �Bullshit. You�ve got two kinds of aliens here. Maybe a third. I saw something sheetlike when I drove in.� Jack buried his face in his hands, melodramatically sorrowful. It was an act. He could see that now. �Truth. Time for truth now. Who put up that sign? And why the hell is she here?� His gesture seemed to insult Siane, who stared at him intently, a harpy looming in the corner of his eye.
Uncle Jack sat back, suddenly calm, all the country rube act now vanished from his leathery brown face. �Truth? You think you can handle the truth?�
�Yes.�
Jack glanced to Siane. She looked surprised, but nodded absently, still watching him. Maybe seeing more than a jerk. Jack shrugged, then leaned forward with elbows on the table, all business. �OK. Maybe you can. The highway sign tells the honest to god truth. But it shouldn�t have been worded that way. I guess Captain Gecko likes practical jokes.�
�Gecko? A joker?�
�The yellow sheet you saw flitting among the trees. That�s how he moves. Sailing the wind like he used to sail the long depths between the stars.� Jack paused, gaze going distant, not focused on him anymore, or on the wallpaper or the fridge or anything earthbound. �This is the Refuge. It�s been here since long before the Hopis, Zunis, Keresan and others moved up from northern Mexico to settle this country. About two thousand years ago. Something like this place has been here that long. Maybe an adobe mud building. Maybe a stone building. Since the Pueblo Revolt and the arrival of iron tools, saws, nails and basic technology, they�ve allowed real buildings.� Jack glanced aside at watchful Siane; her luminous brown eyes seemed indrawn too, remembering. �Bill, you ever been to Florida?�
�Once.�
�What�s the average age of people down there?�
�Old. Lots of��
�Retired folks. Right. Same here. Same reason.� Jack laughed musingly, eyes still somewhere else. �Pensions buy more on Earth. And this is a good place for an old age retirement home.�
�For whom?� he croaked out, disbelieving.
Jack focused back on him. �For retired starship captains. Who else? Though with the AIs running the ships and offloading the cargos, they really don�t have much to captain. Just themselves, a few crew, the gardens. They have lots of time on their hands. No hyperdrive where they come from, just standard old sublight starships. Nothing fancy, gets you from here to there.� Jack looked up at Siane, sadness showing. �Takes a few centuries though.� Siane looked away from them both. Wetness showed around her eyes.
Centuries? Aliens hidden in the New Mexico back country since before the Spaniards got their butts kicked back in 1680 by the united Pueblos? The Keresan, Hopis and Zunis were agricultural folks who�d grown com, beans and squash as good as any Anglo farmers. They�d built great pueblo towns out of adobe mudbrick, stone and wood, made exquisite pottery, and still worshiped kachinas, the Com Goddess, Coyote, and a few other beings with not the slightest resemblance to standard Judeo-Christian theology. But he was wandering. He looked back to Jack.
�So this really is Uncle Jack�s Home for Retired Space Beings?�
�Yep.�
�Then why the highway sign? Are you saying these� these aliens walk along the roadside just like us, picking up litter? Old pop cans? Paper trash. Stuff like that?�
Jack eyed him seriously. Totally serious. Much like Emma had, except she�d been less patient. Maybe she�d seen his kind of come-on once too often. �Sure. Why not?�
Why not indeed? �But that means��
�That means everyone in Reserve knows about them,� Jack said amiably. Lazily, he reached back, refilled his glass from the iced tea pitcher by the sink, sipped, and put the glass down. He looked up, face now judgmental. �Bill, you ever done civic duty? Been a volunteer fireman? Collected cans for a food bank money drive? Done anything for anyone else but yourself?�
Siane watched him even more intently than Jack. Her slick black hair stirred to hidden skin movements. Jack�s mustache twitched. �A few times. Before my daughter died. Before my divorce. Now, I�m just trying to make a few bucks. To take care of my boy. Davy.�
Siane sighed. Like a waterfall talking to a mountain meadow, speaking in tongues known only to the boulders, the wind, the moss and those who sleep unafraid among the stars. �We just want to belong,� she said, her voice slicing into scarred areas he�d hidden away after Elaine died from a smack-laced crackball, courtesy of her jerkoff gang boyfriend.
He turned to Jack, wanting to believe, but afraid. �And no one tells?�
Jack blinked owlishly. �Out here, people mind their own business. If someone pays their bills, honors their word, says hi on the street, and acts neighborly, that�s enough. Neighbors are few and far between out here. Especially good neighbors. The kind you can rely on for help putting out a brush fire before it bums down your house.� He looked aside at Siane. �Go on outside and tell the others they can come out of the cabins. Either he�ll tell, or he won�t.�
Siane left, her inhuman steps moving delicately, calmly down the hallway. The front screen flapped open, then banged shut. Steps receded into the treeline, finally vanishing as the rising wind of early evening creaked high branches. He looked back to Uncle Jack.
�Why you?�
�Why me what?� Gruff guardedness returned to the man.
�Jack, why do you stay here? Why not� get a life. Elsewhere.�
Pain etched Jack�s clean-shaven cheeks. Along with pride. �Ellies dead. Long dead. And it�s kind of like an inheritance. This place. Family honor and all that. Most city people don�t understand.�
Understand what? That there was more to life than just money? That loneliness was the great universal? Maybe his grandpa had left him something more than wistful memories.
�And litter control? They really do that?�
Jack grinned, boyish despite his years. �Sure. But only for three miles north and south of town. And only at night, so they don�t frighten the children. It�s their civic duty. Makes them feel like they belong. Bill, they�re lonely. They�re tired. They have no home to go back to�it�s all lost in time. And we re off the beaten path. Far off.� Jack stood up abruptly; his empty glass clinked as he put it in the sink, cleaning up. Like you do when sharing a kitchen with someone else. �It�s all about community, Bill. Do you understand?�
He stood up, shakes gone. �But they�re so different.�
Jack followed him out to the front porch. �You think so?�
They stood on the porch just as the Sun�s honey yellow globe dipped below the western ridges of the Tularosas, easing the harsh brightness of day, and bathing Uncle Jack�s Home for Retired Space Beings in an amber glow. In that glow, retirees relaxed on cabin porches, tossed Frisbees to each other, rode a skittish horse, or just stood close by a tree, eyes�if they had them�closed tight as they hugged its rough bark, tasting naturalness after eons spent between cold metal walls, accompanied only by long-lost memories. Among the trees, Captain Siane walked hand in hand with Captain Twixell, she tall, young and vigorous, he looking a bit stooped, a bit creaky in the joints, an air of weariness hanging over him like a familiar storm cloud. Siane�s slim back stiffened, as if she sensed his feelings. She didn�t look back. She just walked on into the cool twilight of a high mountain forest in the back-country of New Mexico, a place lost in time, a sere, primal landscape lying west of the Trinity Site, north of the Mogollon Rim, east of the Blue Range Primitive Area, and south of ancient Amerindian peoples. People who perhaps had once felt as Jack did. Sympathetic. Neighborly. Without pity. And accepting.
Jack opened his car door for him. He got in, laid the camera on the seat beside him, put the key in the ignition, and looked up at Jack. Jack with his revolver still in its worn holster.
�You�re not going to keep me here?�
�We re not that kind of people. Nor are they.�
What about Reserve? Maybe someone would talk. For money? For security? For the illusion of fame? �You could take my camera. Destroy the pictures. No proof.�
Jack smiled easily. Honestly. Still the Marlboro Man�s grizzled uncle, but an honest uncle. Not someone putting on a show for a stranger he hoped to fast-shuffle off, convinced he�d seen hallucinations brought on by salt deprivation and thirst. �The good people don�t demand proof. Nor do they invade someone�s privacy without good cause. Siane trusts you. Even Emma thought you had a spark of something in you despite your New York manners. Prove us right.�
He drove off.
Down the mountain. Across the river. Back through laid-back, deeply shadowed Reserve, where strange neighbors walked the night. Then left down State Highway 12, on the way south to its intersection with U.S. 180 and the long night drive down out of the mountains and into Silver City, a place of bright lights and fast money perched where desert meets mountain. Only the harsh engine sputter kept him company�but a lost muffler was the last thing on his mind.
Two miles south of Reserve, the two-lane highway shimmered mirage-like in the blue-black night, a darkness deep enough to require headlights. Twin yellow beams speared out, bathing the road in cones of cold light. Pine sap scent seeped in on the night air as he drove slowly, lazily, turning over the day�s events the way he used to play with crawdads at his grandpa�s farm outside Houston. In the country, beside a drainage ditch filled with rain from some sudden thunderstorm. He�d sit on the footbridge over the ditch, and lean over, dangling his four-year-old fingers in the warm, sluggish waters, fishing for a denizen of the deep.
Every time he caught a crawdad he�d squeal excitedly. No one around to hear. No matter. It had happened. He�d touched something alive. Something real. Something that shared the world with him and stared back at him with beady eyes on little stalks, impatient to be put back in the ditch water, where it would continue serenely on about its business. But not angry.
He was, after all, a neighbor.
Something flashed in the headlights up ahead. Something yellow, sheetlike and nearly translucent.
Captain Gecko.
Along the roadside, hidden by the evening darkness, there flew a mustard-yellow bedsheet without head, eyes, limbs or any anger, a sheet with a taste for practical jokes.
Dipping, it curved down, touched the roadside with something not like fingers, then soared up on the evening wind, maintaining a glide-path about five feet off the ground, searching carefully.
Litter patrol.
As he passed Captain Gecko, he recognized a squashed pop can gripped tightly in translucent flesh, destined for some distant garbage bin.
Davy. And him. That was all that was left of his family. But� but maybe Emma�s daughter would like Davy�s rangy good nature. Maybe Davy would like a place without the gangs and the drugs that had taken his sister. And maybe he and Emma�
He grinned. �Bullshit.�
He was too old for romance.
Especially around aliens who could read your emotions.
But a good neighbor who served home-made, fresh-baked apple pie to snotty strangers and still managed to find the promise in each of them, hey, that kind of neighbor he could like. Maybe she would like him. Maybe not. He�d taken chances before.
Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, he fumbled in the darkness, found the camera, popped the film spool lock, opened the back, and pulled out the exposed film. It fluttered in the sultry fall wind, whispering unknown messages to pine scent, squirrel chatter and mountain dreams. He didn�t care. A little mystery never hurt the world.
He tossed the film out of the car window, aiming for the roadside.
Where Captain Gecko would soon pass.
Couldn�t be a litter bug, could he, without trashing the countryside? Maybe, when he returned, the litter patrol would arrest him for littering.
He hoped so.
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Attitudes differ from one part of the country to
another—maybe even more than you think.






