
THE ZEPHYR/ JUNE-JULY  2010

32

Wear & Tear
fiction by Ned Mudd

 Reylene eased one eye open, then the other. A beam of light had found its way through 
a side window, was illuminating a ragged cotton doll beside a chest of drawers. The doll 
had belonged to her granddaughter all those years ago.

She took a deep breath, acknowledged that her body was still up to the task of getting 
on with another day. She slid out of bed, ambled into the kitchen for coffee. Her gut had a 
natural aversion to coffee, but it was her birthday and she’d picked up a special blend as a 
present to herself. It wasn’t everyday a person turned 82 years old.

The image of the doll carried with her into the kitchen. She had bought the toy from 
a wrinkled Pueblo woman at the Plaza in Santa Fe. She couldn’t recall the occasion, just 
that the young granddaughter had 
giggled at seeing the doll’s bright 
red headband, leather moccasins.

That her granddaughter was now 
a television executive in Los Ange-
les seemed preposterous. Reylene 
couldn’t understand why anyone 
would spend their life on some-
thing as silly as television. The real 
conundrum was that the child had 
grown into a woman who professed 
being a “fundamentalist lesbian.” 
Reylene wasn’t sure what a funda-
mentalist lesbian was, but had de-
cided to let sleeping dogs lie.

When the coffee was ready she 
sat at the kitchen table and watched 
steam rise from her cup. The acrid 
aroma taunted her nose, brought 
back memories that seemed a world 
away.

She noticed a crack running 
along the plaster beside the back 
door. The crack was a sign that the 
earth beneath the adobe casita was 
in transition. She had read an article about how this part of New Mexico was once a tropi-
cal paradise populated with giant ferns, abundant water, and behemoth lizards.

The high desert of today was the latest in a long series of theatrical set changes, hav-
ing broken off from an ancient super continent via a shift in the tectonic plates. As far as 
Raylene was concerned, a crack in the plaster was nothing compared to what the tectonic 
plates were up to. She had discovered that the key to getting old was to quit worrying 
about wear and tear. Fighting the law of gravity was a fruitless pastime.

A coyote yipped somewhere outside. The sound reminded Reylene that she’d forgotten 
to feed the critters last night. Her neighbors might despise coyotes, but she felt a nagging 
empathy for the canines. Life was hard enough out there; a little dog food ameliorated the 
onslaught of what passed for progress these days.

The Village had been her home for 68 years, long before folks started calling it a “des-
tination.” The appearance of spiritual seekers had transformed much of the basin into a 
tableau of commerce. What was once a community-operated hot springs for soaking tired 
muscles now served as a walled compound that required reservations and a fat credit 
card. She had seen her first $50,000 car outside the spa, remembered feeling deprived of 
air at being told that the thing’s tires cost more than her old Toyota.

 “It’s 82, son,” she said. “And tell your secretary thanks for me.” She walked to a fish 
bowl, smiled at the pair of goldfish swimming eternal circles inside. The voice on the other 
side of the phone began a long sentence, the words little more than digital artifacts.

She wondered if goldfish had feelings about familial matters. The thought passed as she 
dropped the phone into the bowl. There was a moment when she worried that the thing’s 
battery might electrocute her pets; but the fish seemed more concerned about the spacial 
intrusion than anything else.

The sun had moved across the sky, sending splatters of light into the casita’s front 
windows. Reylene liked the way 
the fibers in her Navajo rug radi-
ated. She wondered if anybody 
still made rugs as good as hers. 
From what she’d heard, most folks 
bought Chinese imitations these 
days, unaware that real crafts-
manship was about celebrating 
the art of living.

She decided to make another 
cup of coffee, throw caution to 
the wind. The morning was still 
young, even if she wasn’t. There 
was plenty of time to settle down 
before the Women’s Auxiliary 
Cacti Club convened its weekly 
taco luncheon. That the Auxiliary 
was down to three members didn’t 
seem to bother anybody, least of 
all Reylene. 

 
The afternoon drifted past with-

out making a fuss. She sat in her 
favorite rocking chair, watching 
a big cloud gather itself atop the 

Ortiz range. She liked the way clouds appeared out of nowhere. The act of suddenly be-
coming visible was her idea of the ultimate artistic expression. Monsoons were another 
matter; but in the dry months, the desert conspired to keep every molecule of water under 
strict control. That a dark cloud could manifest despite the low humidity was an indica-
tion that the Universe possessed an inherent rebellious streak.

After all her years here, she had never understood why so many of her neighbors spent 
countless hours ensconced in Ernesto’s Bar. Even in the worst of times, when a dollar ac-
tually meant something, the tiny cantina was second home to a sizable percentage of the 
local population. What did people do in there that was worth jumping off the planet? Life 
was too short to spend it drowning whatever brain cells were left standing.

When something beeped, she looked around the room, saw the hands on the clock had 
moved half an hour. She got up, walked into the living room, found the cell phone under a 
cushion on the couch. The contraption was a gift from her son, a reminder that she might 
need emergency help one day and could dial 911 to start the wheels rolling.

“I’ve only been up a few minutes, so don’t tax my neurons. Life’s hard enough already,” 
she said into the phone.

“It’s Stephen,” a voice said. “My secretary says it’s your birthday, so I’m calling to wish 
you a happy 81st.”

Reylene heard the coyote again, followed by another. It was the edge of spring, maybe 
the desert dogs were singing a mating song.

As dusk narrowed the horizon, she got up and fetched the coyote’s metal bowl. A lizard 
scuttled across the path in front of her, its bulging eye protruding above its knobby skin. 
She noticed an edge to the light, looked out across the basin, saw a thin line of purple 
teasing the mountains.

When she’d filled the bowl with dog food and leftovers, she carried it back to the juniper 
tree that doubled as a coyote feeding station. She set it down, stood silently and waited 
for the coyote to show itself. The ritual was a lifeline to something beyond herself, like 
the ubiquitous statues of saints standing guard in homes for hundreds of miles in every 
direction. She couldn’t remember exactly why she’d begun feeding the sneaky canines, 
but had discovered in the act a sense of connectivity that was becoming harder to find 
among her own kind.

A few minutes before dark, a shape appeared. Reylene remained as still as her wobbly 
legs allowed while the coyote sniffed the air, dialing in her scent. It moved in halting steps 
to the bowl, made a final reconnaissance and began eating. The light was a soft diffusion, 
little more than a shadow. By the time the animal was fed, there would be nothing left of 
the sun behind the western range.

She enjoyed this time of day, the way a hush settled in behind the fading light. One of 
the advantages of old age was being off the clock. It was either night or day, and it often 
didn’t matter which. The main thing was to remember to pay attention to what was hap-
pening. It had taken her decades to figure out that one simple axiom. 

When it was finished eating, the coyote licked its lips and slunk into the shadows. Rey-
lene smiled, wandered back to her casita. A lone lamp inside the kitchen cast a warm 
sliver of photons across the hard earth. She had witnessed the same scene thousands of 
times, had never grown tired of it. Life was a swath of light in an inky void. That there 
might not be a finality to the blackness of space seemed exciting at this late hour in her 
trajectory.  

She took a deep breath, acknowledged that her body 
was still up to the task of getting on with another day. 
She slid out of bed, ambled into the kitchen for coffee. 
Her gut had a natural aversion to coffee, 
but it was her birthday 
and she’d picked up a special blend as a present to herself. 
It wasn’t everyday a person turned 82 years old.

The main thing was to remember 
to pay attention to what was happening. 
It had taken her decades to figure out 
that one simple axiom.
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THE 
FINGER

IT’S TIME THE ZEPHYR
HAD A ‘STIMULUS PACKAGE’

OF ITS OWN!
JOIN THE BACKBONE OR

TAKE OUT AN AD...

HELP KEEP THE ZEPHYR
THE ‘VOICE OF THE PEOPLE.’

“Start your own stimulus 
package, don’t throw it out. 

let us weld it.”

LIFETIME
BACKBONER...

TERRY 
HEARD

DAVE WAGSTAFF
CONSTRUCTION
New Construction  Re-models
“High Quality at a Fair Price”
CALL 435.259.5077 after 5pm

May the longtime sun shine upon you, 
all love surround you, and the pure light 

within you- guide your way on. 
Sat Nam 

(old sikh hymn)

I’m standing by to
trim Stiles’ mop.

Sarah Jilke...Glade Park, CO
James A Jordan...Green Valley, AZ

Lewis Downey...SLC, UT
Michaelene Pendleton...Moab, UT

Dennis Young...Grand Jct, CO
Robert Vance...Flagstaff, AZ
Anne Madsen...Berkeley, CA

Dorothy Dahlenburg...St. Paul. MN
John Allen...Rangely, CO

Izzy Nelson...Moab, UT
Greg Gnesios...Grand Jct., Co

Krista Davis...Monticello, UT
Karen Cox...Nevada City, CA

Fritz Stever...Nucla, CO
John Gould...Albq, NM

Ken Tucker...Durango, CO
Michael Benier...Aspen, CO

Doug Mackay...SLC, UT
Milos Kokotovic...San Diego, CA

Robert Skaggs...Jackson, WY
Randall Lompe...Kaycee, WY

Lina Wallen...Flagstaff, AZ
Hugh D Young...Pittsburgh, PA

Jim Macey...Keeler, CA
Grace Burgevin...Hotchkiss, CO

Sara  Bartels...Paicines, CA
David Lanning...Prescott Valley, AZ

David Kozlowski...Santa fe, NM
Dorothy Dahlenburg...St Paul, MN

Erica Walz, Escalante, UT

the incomparable
KATIE LEE

Jerome. AZ
STEVE LESJAK
The Sonora

DR RICH
INGEBRETSEN

SLC, UT

FRANCOIS
CAMOIN

Salt Lake City, UT


