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Every day at the Elderteria I had rice, cooked carrots and
country-fried catfish.  I drank my Fhrisst at the end of my
lunch, then cleaned my teeth with a minted toothpick and two pieces
of whitening chews, which didn’t do anything.  Many days I
took time off during lunch.  I spent it in my car, parked
outside the Elderteria.  I laid back and dreamed that what I
was seeing and hearing was profound.  My settings were radio
static turned down low, the air conditioner ten degrees cooler than
the outside and a blanket pulled over my chest like I was on a long
flight.  Old women’s voices seeped through the car
windows.  There, walking from their cars to the main entrance
doors, the women asked their husbands questions they immediately
answered for themselves with out-of-fashion names. Claytonians
talked about their new highways, their skipped salon appointments
and their children, who had grown into different people.  For
several years I’d been living in a kind of silence.  Then one
day, I saw an old cowboy steal three USA Today’s from the
Elderteria’s remaining dispenser and I remembered my job. 

I had already been in a heightened state, or I might not have
spotted the theft.  I wasn’t observant in the ordinary sense,
inside-outwards.  I was more or less solely inside.  But
the days had ceased to be ordinary.  My oldest friend had been
threatening to fly to Clayton.  I never took him
seriously.  This, ironically, was the reason he was now flying
in to see me.  I started shelving some of my books, hiding
others, cleaning all the surfaces in my apartment and buying
music.  I’m not better than anyone, I prepare my life for
someone else’s eyes, too.  Nobody comes to Clayton unless
someone is dying.

The cowboy took the newspapers back to his house truck.  He
wore a pressed Western shirt that strained across his belly and had
a faded blue tattoo on his hairy right forearm.  The tattoo
looked like the remnant of a forgotten band’s name.  The days
were getting shorter.  Sunlight came down over the low
mountains to the west, illuminating the cowboy with a dying golden
light. Wishing Byron had already landed and had seen the theft with
me and was therefore convinced that everything here, including me,
was not lifeless, but rather full of sharp, small moments like
these, struck through with indecipherable meaning, I imagined Byron
was sitting in the car seat next to me under this sunlight, and we
were watching it together – this evening sun, this man stealing
what was left of the newspapers in the world.  But Byron
wouldn’t have understood the significance of the cowboy’s theft,
which was something that was missing between us, having lost touch
quite some time ago.

I wrote down the license plate number.  The cowboy had
driven in from Glassbie County, a retiree depot.  Byron would
be disappointed to learn that I know all the county codes, that I
had gotten myself that deep into Clayton.  This is where I say
I work in eastern New Mexico’s weekly circular advertising
business.  I have eaten tuna subs with every print shop worker
in the county.  Mail order catalogs flow like a mountain
spring of next autumn’s colors from my one-bedroom apartment.
 Each night since I lucked into this job I have taken home
three cardboard boxes that contain most of the spending action
belonging to businesses within the mall scatter of the surrounding
four New Mexico counties, a zone that includes three bargain outlet
centers.  Whenever a shop clerk accidentally grazes a silk
blouse with her pricing pen the goods board a truck and ride to
Clayton.  I am not an idiot.  It’s been my job to predict
that women from the blouses’ original homes will drive forty-five
minutes into the desert flats to purchase the damaged garments
cheap.  From their credit card purchase info I transcribe the
shoppers’ addresses, then mail them a brochure that tells of
another outlet that should be opening twenty minutes closer to
their homes, inside a red blotch (on a map hung from my
bedroom-office wall) that projects the commercial scatter into the
future ten years.  Where would I be in ten years, when a
larger version of the map updated the red blotch beyond the royal
purple zone, combining the colors into a dark, dried nosebleed red,
which was a guesstimate of the outlet zone’s expansion rate as
apartment buildings moved into the zones outside the old
cities?  Soon, marred blouses will cross state lines, looking
for plentiful parking.  I don’t own more than sixty hours of
music and I am a joke at my job.

I followed the truck onto the freeway.  This was not
magical thinking.  I knew, in a roundabout way, that he would
be going to one of the outlets.  I tried to find a station on
the radio while inside the truck, a ten year-old boy and a toddler
girl watched me from the rear window.  The boy executed a
series of gestures that are vulgarities in foreign countries. 
His movements were clear and looked well rehearsed, elbows and chin
and skinny armpits integrated with a little grace.  Then the
boy disappeared from the window and left the little girl alone,
tapping her doll’s forehead against the glass. An apple core
materialized in the traffic ahead of me bouncing between the cars,
then was gathered up by the vortex underneath my car, and I heard
and felt the thunk as the core hit the wheel well beneath
my brake pedal.  Suddenly, my tuner found a staticky radio
station and I heard a D.J. say it’s three forty-five and
eighty-eight and the number four lane is closed at tenth until the
twenty-fifth and let’s get it on with the top five hundred
countdown through the Nineties.

When Byron and I were twelve we used what we thought was the
oracular power of a radio running in the middle of the night to
play a game and become better people.  Radio Kill Report was
executed using the twin portable AM sets and integrated
walkie-talkies Byron’s parents had given him on Easter.  We
each kept our radios on all night and tuned to 1200, our
station.  From time to time Byron prowled the gravel outskirts
of my backyard and spoke into his handset. 

“Good evening,” he would say, in a voice that came crackling
through my old radio. “I’m in the future.  I’m going to come
for you in the middle of the night.  When you’re walking up a
hallway to your 12th grade physics class, and if you’ve become a
prick by then, it’ll happen.  Or I’ll find you when you’re
fifty years old.  If you’ve become the chief of some
psychiatric prison, you’re going to slip off your chair and fall to
the floor with a fukiya dart in your neck, the poison
halfway to your heart.” 
           

On other nights, very late, I’d sneak onto the dark strip of
ground that ran between the fence and the brick wall of his
room.  I’d take out my transmitter and call to him over the AM
band.  “Welcome back to the show.  These are the things
you can’t become.  If you ever start asking your wife where
your wallet is, and it’s in your hand, I will have become a
botanist and I will come in the night to place a spider’s nerve
toxin in your left shoe.  In the future, if you live in
Arkansas and are a tour guide of the hot springs who yells at
people that he thinks are throwing trash into the water, but really
weren’t, then I will become the assistant Scoutmaster who let your
only son fall to his death from bad rope, when we were
rappelling.  If you develop neck fat and cough for ten minutes
during movies, I’ll run you over with my Maserati.” 

I would be lying in bed on any night, staring up at the ceiling
and trying to generate enough psychosexual zing to occasion a wet
dream, when I would suddenly hear the soft fuzzy static of Byron
beginning his next Radio Kill Report. 

“Good evening, I’m on the radio to tell you that if you start
lying to get people fired so that you can keep your own job, I’ll
sniper you from a snow cave I dug by the side of the road.  In
the future, if you tell your kids about all your expensive watches
instead of talking to them about what they really needed to talk
about at that moment, you won’t hear my shoge wrapping
around your neck until it is too late.  You’ll stagger back in
terror, if you become the kind of person who’s too scared to try to
become a sculptor, or something, when I have come to visit you with
my chigiriki, my Japanese morning star.”

The truck took an outlet’s off-ramp.  It would be another
twenty minutes until Byron’s flight landed, so I followed the truck
off the highway and to his parking space, which, because he was a
wide-body, stood a couple hundred yards away from the mall
entrance.  I parked a few rows away from him.  Long
streaks of golden cloud cover stretched over the mall and the
parking lot, brushing my dash and my hands on the steering wheel a
dusty bronze.  I thought it would be naive to bring the sun
into the scene and expect some meaning to flare up from its nature,
but it further invested me in what was about to happen.  The
old cowboy came around the side of his house truck with the USA
Today’s tucked under his arm, the recording of a sermon
wafting out of the open driver’s door, then knelt and spread the
papers out over the asphalt.  The boy came around the other
side carrying a hunter-orange cooler.  The cowboy opened the
cooler and pulled out a long pink fish, then reached back around to
a black sheath clipped to his belt, drew a slim knife and started
cleaning the fish over the stolen papers.  Glistening strands
fell from the fish’s body as the boy passed him whole fish and the
old cowboy returned to him the flaps of the ones he had
finished.  The doll-girl’s head appeared in the rear
window.  If you sit on park benches and stare sadly at people
while you’re eating lunch by yourself, I’ll garrote you with the
fishing line stored in the hollow handle of my survival
knife. 

Ten minutes later, the man and the boy gathered the empty fish,
climbed into the truck and motored off, leaving the newspapers and
the fish innards behind.  I waited until they were out of
sight, then got out of my car and approached the pile of
guts.  I’d heard of reading entrails as a way of
divination.  Where will I be in ten years?  The splays of
sacks and pouches and long bloody things were scattered across
colorful weather maps and photos of flooded streets.  A
combination of prognostications, lending the theft more heft, more
weight of meaning.  I was beginning to pay attention to what
was happening in Clayton and in my head.  A shifting, a
sliding out of place of something essential.  Back in my car,
I imagined that the silver plane gliding a hundred feet above me as
I crossed the airport bridge was carrying Byron, and I heard him
saying, “As we were making our descent I looked out my window and
saw a little you waiting there for me, following old men and spying
on them as they gut fish on your lunch break.  My razor-tipped
tessen fan is ready, sterile and sharpened by
lasers.”  I turned on the radio, tried to locate a station and
found only static again.  Radio was starting to go.  I’m
right and I won’t try to change his mind about me, I
thought. 


           
Inside the terminal I installed myself near the Arrivals/Departures
monitors and watched Byron disembark with the other
passengers.  Most of them were elderly and immediately began
to cluster nervously under the monitors, looking for their
families.  I had decided earlier in my life that Departure
monitors were romantic, with their destination city names glowing
blue on the black video background, while in fact these were a
total disaster. I am not a pessimist by nature.  The elderly
were coming to Clayton for someone’s funeral, or to sit beside a
hospital bed, and what I saw on the Departure board was not
adventure but their outgoing flights that would, in a few days,
lead them to a future with less people in it.

Byron was wearing a chocolate brown suit.  He seemed too
young to be completely comfortable inside it.  He walked with
a stiff-backed gait that made the suit and the black overnight bag
hang as though they had been assigned to him by some weary wardrobe
department, and in concentrating on his work he’d neglected to pay
the beginning of any kind of attention to this fact.  I knew
at that moment he wouldn’t have been able to pick out his clothing
or luggage from a pile of lost-and-found objects.  I also saw
that on the drive back to town, we would have dinner someplace
unfamiliar to us both and then would sit up talking in my
apartment, which he’d never seen, until late into the night.

“Well, why do you look like that?  I haven’t even said
anything yet.”

Byron stood in front of me, looking as contingent as any person
who has just spent a good parcel of time in an airplane. 

“How was your flight, here let me take that, are you hungry,” I
said.

He said nothing in the car.  We ate fast food someplace I’d
never been to before, as I’d predicted, in an unfamiliar area near
the airport, at a diner that had a locally-famous breakfast
sandwich.  Byron ate his by tearing small pieces away from the
body of the sandwich then placing the torn-away pieces into his
mouth with the methodical care of a nurse feeding a patient. 
I saved my Fhrisst for the end of the meal again.

“I have something for us to do,” I said after we’d finished,
“once you’re settled in.”

“I doubt I’m going to get settled in, but go ahead,” Byron
said.

“It’s a mock-up of Interstrike,” I told him, meaning the
computer game Interstrike, which we played a few years back, when
Byron still lived in Clayton.  In Interstrike, players around
the world met in mazes to kill each other’s avatars.  Simple
when compared with other games being played at the time.  A
year ago a Clayton entrepreneur had bought a piece of land near the
airport and had carved it into a life-sized version of the game’s
most popular, populated maze.  He’d wanted to sell the map to
the New Mexico Army Reserves as a training ground, but when they
didn’t make a move, he converted it into a tourist
attraction.  The idea was to paintball in the same maze where
you shot South Korean kids from your computer at home.

“When are we going to play Radio Kill Report?”

I hadn’t been expecting anything different than a bored reaction
to the Interstrike idea.  When Byron said that, I immediately
agreed with him, as I normally did without thinking.  “We can
do that.”

“That’d be good,” Byron said.

“But how do you mean, play it?  Put ourselves on
walkie-talkies and do it again?  We were kids.”

“I mean the second part of the game, when what we said would
happen actually happens.”

“Where I garrote you for something like,” I couldn’t think of
like-what that second.

 “Are you serious?”

 “I’m serious,” he said.

Interstrike, the real life version, had been closed for
business, according to a sign taped to the inside of the box office
window.  Another sign, a hunk of hewn wood nailed to a wooden
post, said in letters burned onto the wood in the style of the
game, The Future of Real.  Byron stood with his hands
on his hips, staring at me through his dark glasses.  I’d
managed to put off the talk about Radio Kill Report by insisting
that Interstrike had to come first.  I told him that wandering
in a maze whose Internet equivalent was crowded by millions would
be a transcendent experience, that we’d be part of a world-mind,
running through this shared bit of mental and physical
geography.  We’d be in the New Mexico desert walking through
virtually the same space that eight and a half million other people
were navigating online at the same time.  We would feel
something, and if it wasn’t art, we would still feel
something.  And we’d get in a little paintball.  And I’d
get to forget things for a while.  The future of real.  I
needed something stronger than myself to pull me back from thinking
about the futures – the cowboy’s, the Claytonians’, the marred
blouses, the crackling, high-band squawk of the future running
out.

Byron and I had no trouble wandering in on our own.  We
moved through the beer cans and snack wrapper waste and on into the
open maze of taupe, packed-dirt walls.

“I know you know why I’m here,” Byron finally said.

“There’s no other reason for you to come to Clayton,” I
said.

“Clayton is your room, and you won’t come out of it. 
You’re like those Japanese kids, the shut-ins.  You’re never
picking up, so I had to come down.”  Byron walked around two
rusting oil drums and ran his hands across the chalky wall. 
“This is exactly as I remember it.”

He took a right turn in the maze.  At the far end of a
passage a pile of wooden crates sat dry rotting in the sun. 
And there was something else, a deflated balloon.  I bent down
to untangle twine that ran from the edges of the balloon to what
appeared to be a plastic water bottle painted bright yellow. 
It had a screw-top lid.  I opened it and found a roll of paper
tucked down inside like a message. 

Greetings from Mrs. Haley’s Fifth Grade Class!  You
have found one of our helium balloon messages that we sent to the
New Mexico skies.  How far did we make it?  Please let us
know…

The print-out gave details about the school’s location and a
number and address where the message could be sent back.  A
date of two years prior was written on the bottom of the
paper.  Also in the bottle was a photograph of a class like
any other class, elementary school children caught just before that
branching of the developmental tree when kids begin to look
self-consciously out at the camera.

“How far did they get?”

“It’s from a school in this district,” I said.  “So they
only made it about two miles.”

“Let’s send it in,” Byron said.

“It says they launched the balloon two years ago,” I said. 
“The kids have forgotten about it.  They made their map and
connected their replies with yarn and pushpins, and then they all
graduated and moved on.”

“Still, we should send it in, it’d be interesting.”

Two years!  What an elementary school eternity.  I’d
been sending out catalogues for three years before the balloon lost
altitude near the airport, blown down by jet wash.  I thought
of the Elderteria, which was getting hooked up with the highway
extension that was being laid around that time.  I’d just
begun to park in that lot at lunch and recline my seat when the
balloon floated by, possibly casting a balloon-shaped  shadow
across the roof of my car.  It was impossible that these two
years of lunches were the same two years that passed through Mrs.
Haley’s room, which I was seeing in time-lapse, with the silver
disc of gerbils’ wheels spinning in the corner of the room and the
maps of subsequent balloon launches flying up, coming down, flying
up and getting torn down again. 

“Let’s not,” I said.  “It’d be a disappointment.”

“This is why we need to finish playing Radio Kill Report as soon
as possible,” said Byron.

 

“I was thinking that there would not be that much future left,”
I said when we got back to my apartment and opened two beers. 
We were watching something on television.  Finally not having
to look at each other made conversation easier.  Byron had
asked me what I meant when I spoke about the children having moved
on into their futures.  “There would be plenty of fictional
future, plenty of thinking about the future, making future plans,
looking forward to the future, but in terms of actual concrete
future, that quantity is running out.  And what we are going
to be left with, I’ve worked out, is going to be something quite
different, something like an eternal presentness.  It won’t
have a future, and eventually we’d stop looking for one.  And
there will be a great war between those who still believe in the
future and those who know there isn’t one anymore.”

“You’re stalling,” Byron said, still believing that I was afraid
to play Radio Kill Report again.

“I mean truly and really the future will one day be completely
gone.  And as the day grows nearer when the future blinks out,
the fact that there will no longer be a future will reveal itself
to only a few people at a time, slowly, as in a trickle. 
Those first in line to find out will feel bad, naturally, and will
tend to withdraw from things for a little while in order to sort
these thoughts out because they will not be pleasant thoughts, and
it will look as if no one around them is sharing these thoughts
with them, which will make it all the more isolating.”

“This is the worst allegory I’ve ever heard,” he said.

“I am one of those people,” I said.  “I am one of those
people who poked their head up, looked around and found out about
the future disappearing and went a little haywire.”

“It’s not disappearing.”

           
“It’s actually almost gone.  Can’t you feel the air going out
of it?  I can’t believe some people can’t feel it at
all.  Can’t you feel it a little?  When you’re serious,
like you said you were at the restaurant, can’t you at those first
few moments when you get serious, can’t you at that
transition point, getting serious, see that the future has just
about, but not quite, completely melted away?”

“This is all coming from your fear of the future,” Byron
said.  “You want to believe there won’t be one – or whatever
it is you’re talking about – because you’ve, I think you’re
sounding like you’re going a little insane.  I think I know
what that sounds like.”

“We’re nearing the end of the future.  Things that increase
my belief in this are happening every day now,” I said, thinking of
the cowboy and his offering to time on the parking lot and the
time-stabbed balloon that was finally discovered.  “These
things will increase in frequency.  Seeing this has been my
job just as much as the sending out of the circulars.  The
rest of the change will involve the movement of power around
places, things and people shuttling back and forth.  Air
travel will be the last thing to slip out of the future, then it’ll
be closed off.”

I thought about the boy in the back of the house truck,
devotional music playing behind him.  It was my business to
know where the people of Clayton bought their reading material, and
this had been getting easier to do.  Clayton participated in a
truckers’ lending library system, spiritual box sets left by
drivers making their drops could be picked up at any fuel point,
run around town for a while, then dumped off at a drug outlet for a
different set.  I still had “In the Time of Our Lord 8,” which
contained an few minutes of speculation on what the world would
have looked like if God had not sent Jesus.  Probably we
wouldn’t be sitting here, the minister said, always galvanizing my
interest no matter how many times I played it.  We wouldn’t be
here at all.  We’d be in a building in the Middle East, or
we’d be pagans standing around in Jerusalem surrounded by the
animals we’re about to kill.  Totally futile.  China or
Africa would be the center of the world.  And we would gather
things and use things and eat, but we would be living to survive,
and it would be survival of the fittest.  Jesus provides a
life in this world that nothing else can.  Beyond this point
the sermon would return to the standard future, with Jesus, and I
would badly need to check what was on the radio, search fruitlessly
for a station.

Byron looked straight through me, said, “I believe that anything
that’s been affecting you, any personal history, any kind of
psychological baggage or furniture you need moved, none of that
really matters when we’re predicting whether or not there’s any
future for you.  I’m just looking at what you do, and based on
this technical analysis of your actions, I can make or not make a
bet on you.”

“I’m parking at the Elderteria, I’m following people who steal
newspapers from the dispensers, I’m coming to pick you up at the
airport.  That’s what I’m doing.  Nothing crazy.”

“You’re not returning that balloon message.”

“And I’m not returning the message, that’s right.”

“It’s perverse, not sending that back, you know.”

“I don’t care.”

           
“It’s like you’re taking something from those kids, some learning
experience.”

“Not getting the message back, that’s one learning
experience.”

“They should have the experience of knowing that sometimes the
messages get lost for a while but eventually meet their person and
come back.  I’m with you and I’m a person who wants to return
the message, so that counts.”

“You’re visiting.  You don’t know anything about living
here anymore.  You don’t count in this scheme.”

“Those children should be spared stumbling into the little
craziness you’ve got going.”

 “Just let them imagine it went a little further than the
airport.”

I know this place.  I know what’s going to happen here, and
even if I don’t like it, even if it’s absolutely unbelievable to me
that it could happen, I like the idea of at least knowing about it
beforehand.  Soon, more people are going to forget about the
future here in Clayton, just as it will happen around the rest of
the country and the world, person by person cleaning fish over
satellite weather maps, and what the world will look like to people
like me versus those who still think there is one (a future),
that’s what’s going to happen.

The rest of the afternoon Byron attempted to explain put options
on energy futures, and I avoided questions about myself. 
Later, in the kitchen, he changed the subject.

“Do you know where your nearest hospital is?”

“Yeah.” 

Byron left the room and then came back carrying his shoulder
bag.  He reached into it and pulled out a pair of oversized
scissors with black rubberized eye rings.  He worked the
shears open and rotated his wrist, twisting them under the kitchen
light.

“Big scissors,” I said.

“I planned to bring some wicked katana with me but I went out
looking last minute.  I don’t know where to buy that gear we
used to talk about.”

“Just, at a martial arts store.”

“I know it, and I’m ashamed.  I went to a restaurant supply
company near my apartment and picked out a pair of kitchen
shears.”  Byron bounced them in his hands, as though my
attention hadn’t already been stabbed. 

“I’ll just get a tattoo,” I said. 

“I’m thinking something small, just your little finger on your
right or left hand, not a big deal.”

“We’re going to talk the rest of the night and then I’m going to
take you to the airport in the morning.  It’s too bad we
couldn’t paintball.  I’m sorry about that.”

Byron gave me a long, pained look.  “We have to finish up
this game so you can get on with things.  Now, I came here
because you’re disappearing, and hearing you talk today I can see
that happening even more.”  Byron put his hand down on the
kitchen counter, shears angled like he was going to start cutting
open the air.  “Just put your left little finger in here,” he
said, modeling the action with his other hand, “and we’ll do
half.”

I became like nothing.  I fanned out my left hand and I
carefully placed my pinky between the blades at the last
knuckle.  I saw Byron’s watch, silver-banded and shining like
the blades of the shears in the kitchen lighting.  He’d had it
fixed so that the hands no longer ran through all the globe’s time
zones but stood still, stuck to our own singular course. 

In the history of mayhem, it was a minor and trivial and stupid
bit of bravado.  But I had lifted my head up and I had looked
around and I had seen what was coming. 

 

Good evening.  I’m in the future, and if you don’t leave
Clayton, I’m going to come with my kitchen shears and take you out,
bit by bit.  I am sitting in the parking lot of the
Elderteria, doing my job, being inside-outwards.  It just so
happens the seasons are changing to autumn.  Crisp air is
blowing in lightly across the desert, and the shadows of the cars
on the highway are getting so long they cross the median. 
There are more customers for this place every day.  Buses
arrive from Glassbie County now, each carrying fifty to sixty
seniors to luncheon.  The red zone grew into the purple zone
and whisked a few new zip codes into my domain. The moment Byron
took off half of my little finger, the process kicked into high
gear.  Looking outwards-in, I’m out of my heightened state and
into something much more real, listening to the lull of the old
radio I’ve been taking with me on my lunch breaks. 

My finger doesn’t hurt and the tip no longer feels like it curls
along with the other fingers.  The seniors form a line that
files out of the Elderteria’s doors, works its way around my car
and pools into the parking lot.  When I’m not listening to
radio static, I play “In the Fullness of Time 3,” a speculative
sermon on the timing of Jesus’ arrival.  What’s left of my
left pinkie doesn’t have a fingerprint.  There’s a highway
this highway wants to hook up with, and for a time, one dented
USA Today dispenser survived by the doors to the
Elderteria, but now there are none.

It’s happening in this parking lot and spreading out, coming in
over the tops of the warehouses on the highway and flickering
through the advertising circulars I sent out this week.  The
air will just rush out of the future and it will drift, like a
partially collapsed balloon, down to some obscure place. It’s
strange still having a radio to listen to, the air through its
hollow aluminum tube.  I turn the dial and find that more
stations have dropped out, replaced by a high-pitched squawk. 
It’s the end of radio.  Yesterday I heard a D.J. yell,
“Can you hear me!” in a kind of anguished scream.  I
can get fewer and fewer stations and I’m finding more and more
space in between.  I’m listening to the women chat as they
walk into the restaurant and I’m waiting.
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Volunteer
Dog (2009)
"Rebecca never sits on public benches but she had to stop here,
feeling a cry coming on, downtown, on a bench she’d picked because
it faced a tall video screen. Sitting and staring sometimes helps.
Zoning at the screen, with its rotating community bulletins and
conference updates, is like watching TV, it gently teases out her
thoughts. And it’s something not-fraught, a relief after
volunteering at the hospital."
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