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THE DARKEST SKIES IN NORTH AMERICA 

by Amy Root

She was named Celeste because her parents believed in heaven. When they died, she 
inherited their co-op apartment, a junior four in the basement of a Bay Ridge high-
rise. Th ey believed in subterranean living. It was cheaper to forego a view. 

She acquired this Brooklyn real estate during a dark time in her life, when her offi  ce 
was a converted storage closet in a nexus of cubicles and hallways. Th e fact that she had an 
offi  ce at all, with a door and built-in shelving, gave her status. She was a coordinator. She 
held mid-rank positions in a hierarchy that included assistants, directors, and representa-
tives. Th ere were also creators: those who produced ideas, schematics, and an exhilarating 
vocabulary to describe their creations. 

She slept little in those days. Th e inherited apartment shared a wall with the build-
ing’s boiler, which had a faulty sensor and wailed intermittently each night. She would call 
the Super. He knew only the language of blame, fi xated on reminding her that she had 
ruined the garbage chute’s mechanical eye because she threw too much away. 

She looked for a pattern, charting the temperature and time of day when the boiler 
alarm blared. It added up to no particular equation. Her coordination at work bore few 
patterns either. She tried to predict the reactions of the co-workers on each team, attempt-
ing to ensure timely completion of all assignments. Each attempt to distinguish a pattern 
failed. Th e representatives were inconsistent in their enthusiasm about representing various 
products from the creators. Th e directors gave sporadic directions. Th e assistants could only 
report facts (“it’s in the routing queue,” “they’re all at lunch”) because they had no author-
ity to approve or disapprove. Darkness was the only consistent feature of that time. She 
would leave the apartment very early in the morning, plunge into the black tunnel of the 
Manhattan-bound R knowing that a sunrise was breaking outside. She would coordinate 
for many slow hours in the sealed walls of her livelihood, then re-emerge in her parents’ 
chosen neighborhood by moonlight. Th ey had always taken time to admire the surf, mark-
ing Celeste’s age by the years passed since the Verrazano Bridge was completed. 

On summer evenings she could sometimes leave work early enough to glimpse a 
sliver of sunset glowing between buildings. Th en she read an article about the biological 
benefi ts of sunlight and decided to sell the apartment, seeking an aboveground means for 
getting to work. She became a suburban commuter because she craved the sky. 

Th e move occurred in January. Her new apartment was an even exchange in terms 
of price per square foot, but she now lived on the third fl oor and could see well-lit single-
family homes from her window. On her fi rst rush-hour walk to the railroad station, the 
trees were barren of leaves, opening the view to clapboard saltboxes and center-hall Colo-
nials. Children were sledding while their mothers told them it was too early for play.

In the cold, Celeste walked faster through the shady blocks and more slowly through 
the ones that bore the fi rst light of day. A neighbor had shown her a shortcut, giving her 
the upper hand over the other commuters from her complex. She passed black squirrels, 
chipmunks, and a bunny. 
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Time was her new identity. She had planned to beat the others who were shuffl  ing 
to the 6:27, but she reversed the AM/PM feature on her clock and overslept, not wak-
ing until 7:30. She would barely make the 8:18. If she didn’t shower or eat breakfast, she 
might have made the 7:57. But she decided to complete her regular routine, fast, and now 
hoped her watch was in sync with the train conductor’s. She breathed in pace with her 
footsteps and crushed the leaves under her boots, which were sturdy after being half-soled 
by a Brooklyn cobbler before she moved.

Across from the station, she had to negotiate heavy traffi  c from speeding all-terrain 
vehicles and contractors’ trucks on their way to lucrative remodels. One man drove a vin-
tage Jeep, with plaid upholstery and acrid exhaust. He parked beside a long green sedan. A 
woman sat inside it. She deftly applied false eyelashes and was wearing a broad-brimmed 
hat, as if she were off  to a garden party in the middle of winter. Celeste skipped up the 
wrought-iron stairs two at a time. An express train sailed down the center track, with cars 
bearing the names of people she had never heard of, such as Governor Ella T. Grasso. She 
had just enough time to purchase her fi rst monthly pass from the station house, which was 
tan and square and made her think of a whole-wheat cracker. 

Except for the rattling of newspapers and the coaxing of phlegm, the platform was 
quiet. When the 8:18 glided in at 8:19, Celeste observed that most people in the suburbs 
liked to ride in the fi rst car, even if it meant standing up. Celeste chose a window seat 
in the very last car. She had planned to spend the time planning, but instead she was 
transfi xed by the sun as it illuminated the billboards. Th ey touted AM radio talk shows, 
fi nancial newspapers, and job-search websites. In the ads and on the train, she saw her skin 
(a pale shade of strawberry Quik) duplicated row after row, and the uniformity irked her. 
She tried to focus on the morning’s weather as she approached the Harlem River.

Returning that evening, she saw couples making snowballs. She thought of her par-
ents and wondered who would inherit her new apartment when she died. Th ese questions 
had haunted her in the city, but she assumed the tranquility and illumination of her new 
surroundings would put them to rest. She admitted it was time to pursue online dating.

 She chose a site that allowed her to write a self-description in prose format rather 
than answering a restrictive questionnaire. She disapproved of deception and set out to 
create a realistic portrait. She did not want to post a photograph because the assistants at 
work might fi nd it and spread a rumor she was desperate. Rumors of desperation would 
reduce her effi  ciency in gaining the necessary approvals to meet her deadlines. 

“Hair: Mine is naturally streaked, producing the illusion of winter wheat and to-
bacco, sprouting together in the same fi eld,” she wrote. “It won’t curl without rollers or 
hormones, but with the right cut, this doesn’t hold me back. 

“I weigh 145 pounds, though doctors usually guess 125. Th e number is mostly evi-
denced in my abdomen. Th e genes from this physique evolved in Scandinavia, where the 
long winters favor those mammals with suffi  cient insulation.

“My skin cannot keep a secret. If I have a beer or the jitters, my cheeks will become 
the color of cranberry salad. But if the air is chilly, you can spot the major veins of my 
body, which produces blueberry-hued vascular maps. 

“I had a double bunionectomy in college. Th e scars are still visible when I wear 
sandals, but my feet themselves are now quite beautifully shaped, without any calluses or 
protrusions. 
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“Also, I have quite a strong heart. Th ree fl ights of subway steps pose no problem. 
Even at 53rd and Th ird, I soar up to street level without ever in my life using the escalator. 
I can charge through twenty blocks in the time it takes most people to walk forty.” 

Frustrated by her attempts to write accurate but appealing copy, she opted for speed 
dating instead. Celeste debated whether to attend a Manhattan session or one in the sub-
urbs. She decided the suburbs would provide better anonymity. 

Th ere were numerous agencies from which to choose, many whose names included 
the word Cupid or hurry. She chose the most expensive fi rm, hoping this would ensure a 
battery of men with jobs or dividends from lucrative IPOs. Th e confi rmation arrived by 
email, calling her by a screen name. “Hey, Bklyn-Born, wanna take the plunge? Click here 
to confi rm a pre-dating event.” Celeste thought the venue was called Cozy Meals, which 
conveyed the image of a diner. When the taxi driver dropped her at the address, she realized 
she was actually at a Mexican restaurant called Cozymel’s, next to a discount shoe store. Ex-
cept for a piñata in the window, she saw little to make her think of Cozumel. She was early 
and decided her shoes were too fl at. She had not worn high heels since the foot surgery, but 
because there was little walking to be done that night, she invested in a pair of three-inch 
slingbacks with alligator uppers. Retail price: $139. In the red-dot bin, $39.99.

When she entered the restaurant, the event coordinator had begun calling out in-
structions through a microphone. Women would stay seated throughout the evening, and 
men would move from table to table every seven minutes. Celeste wondered whether the 
shoes had been worth it, since they would not be seen very much that night. She found 
a table by the kitchen door and looked at a menu. Everyone was given fi fteen minutes to 
take their places and order dinner. No one wanted to eat. Most of the crowd ordered mar-
garitas. She asked for a glass of wine. A list of conversation starters had been placed on the 
table, suggesting questions such as “Do you believe in ghosts?” and “Do you have a pet?” 
A sociologist announced that she had gained permission to conduct research during their 
session, and anyone willing to participate would receive a free dessert, a choice of fl an or 
chocolate tres leches cake. One woman stood up and put on her coat, leaving abruptly. 

A gong was struck to mark the beginning and the end of each session. After an hour 
and a half, Celeste had sat across from ten men. Th e fi rst was Canadian and told her he 
was ashamed of unionized labor and socialized medicine. Th e next wore a ponytail and 
had thick gums. He immediately asked her whether she was a business executive. She 
wanted to know what had given her away, and he gestured toward her shoes. A man who 
said he was from the Tropics but would not be more specifi c ordered a fresh screwdriver 
cocktail each time he changed tables. He was unimpressed that she clutched the same glass 
of rosé he’d seen her order initially. A direct-mail specialist asked Celeste whether she had 
ever been married. He was relieved when she said no. He said he couldn’t date a woman 
who had slept with another guy. Only one of the men worked in the city; she had chosen 
a dating session that was miles from a train station. With little success, she tried to ask 
questions she very much wanted the answers to: whether they had sympathy for those 
with insomnia, and what they considered to be their most generous act. 

Th e emcee recommended circling the words “Let’s Talk Again” for every prospect on 
the lists. After all, how much could you really discern in such a short time? But Celeste 
didn’t want to talk again. She didn’t want any of them to have her email address. She won-
dered what the other women were deciding to do. She was hungry and hoped she would 
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be the only one to linger for dinner once the pre-dating had ceased. She watched as every-
one began placing take-out orders and turning in their two forms—the date report to the 
event coordinator, and the sociology survey to the grad student. A take-out dinner would 
be cold by the time she made it home, so Celeste sat at the bar to eat her meal. Th e speed 
daters had all left, emptying their back corner quickly. Few other customers remained. 
She ordered another glass of wine and a plate of fl autas, which she was told might take a 
while. She grew hungrier and tipsier while waiting on the dinner, so she asked for a cold, 
fast dish—ceviche—to tide her over.

Th rough the window, she could see a man dressed head-to-toe in puff y ski wear. He 
was loading a fat shotgun into his trunk. When he turned to enter the restaurant, she 
whispered to the bartender that there was something suspicious about the new customer. 
She was dismissed as a nut. Removing his jacket, the man took a seat next to her. He was 
now wearing a gray turtleneck, which matched his graying sideburns. He asked for Chivas 
and scotch, then corrected himself and said Chivas and soda. He shivered and rubbed his 
hands together, smiling at Celeste and asking her whether she’d had a good evening. She 
nodded and asked the waiter how much longer her order was going to take. 

“Th is is a great little town,” the ski man said. She tried to discern his accent. Defi -
nitely not North Shore drawl. Not Wisconsin. California surfer? “I’m Ray.” He shook her 
hand. His fi ngers were still cold. He hadn’t been wearing gloves. She thought of introduc-
ing herself with a fake name, then feared she’d forget it. He said he was an astronomer, and 
that he was surely facing the worst night of research in his life. “It’s pretty up here, but too 
much light pollution. New York and Boston will eventually become one megacity, with 
neon neighborhoods in between. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not opposed to all outdoor 
lighting. I just wish more communities would retrofi t their fi xtures with new technologies 
that aim the light downward. It’s the law in my county.” 

She told him that she didn’t know what her county’s stance on light pollution was, 
and that she had moved from Brooklyn in order to escape city income tax. Th en she felt 
comfortable enough to tell him the truth and say that she was really trying to escape her 
dark time. She apologized for assuming his telescope was a gun. She recounted the months 
she had lived without sunlight. He told her he knew how that felt. He said he lived in far 
west Texas, on terrain that was both a mountain and a desert blanketed by the blackest 
skies imaginable, so that he could work at an observatory for most months out of the year. 
“Most of the others just live in the university cabins for a few weeks at a time. I bought a 
place, though. I stay out there full-time, even when I’m not scheduled for projects. It’s not 
natural to work on projects year-round, observing at night and sleeping during the day. 
But I ordered special shades from Sears to keep the sunlight out.”

She thought the better of using her speed-dating questions: no, he had never heard 
of this restaurant before and no, he would never have eaten Mexican food on this trip if 
he weren’t looking for something convenient. No, he was not raised in any of the regions 
she had guessed. He had grown up in L.A. He was in town to lecture at the Museum of 
Natural History. He didn’t want to sleep in Manhattan because he was curious about the 
skies outside the city. He was suffi  ciently renowned to be trusted with the loan of a por-
table telescope. He had rented a car and actually liked driving up the West Side Highway. 
Traffi  c was a thrilling rarity for him, reminding him of his youth, she guessed. 

After she had eaten, including the free sociology dessert, she asked the bartender to 
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order her a cab. Ray off ered to drive her home. She was hesitant, though she remembered 
how much she had liked bringing strangers home in college. She also acknowledged that 
in college she had spent her science credits on astronomy: a diffi  cult introductory class, 
followed by Archaeoastronomy, featuring sleepy slide shows of ancient star-tracking struc-
tures around the world, and then Th e Search for Extraterrestrial Life, conducted as a se-
mester-long equation with a new variable introduced each week. Th e fi nal exam required 
her to compute a logical probability for the existence of life beyond Earth. 

While she debated about his off er, Ray wrote his license plate number on a napkin 
and gave it to the bartender. “In case she turns up missing,” the men joked. 

He was a careful driver and followed her directions explicitly. When they pulled up 
to the lawn beside her apartment, she invited him in. He said, “I would, but I have to get 
back to work. Th at was my lunch break, you see.” She shrugged and reached for the door. 
He slipped a card into her hand and told her that someday she should see where he lived. 
He called it a wisp of a town but promised that she could see good modern art there, and he 
would give her a ticket for a star-gazing party where he worked. She reached for one of her 
own cards, but he said he would have no trouble remembering a woman named Celeste. 

At work the next day, she spent the better part of the morning researching Ray. 
Th e museum confi rmed his lecture. A university did operate an observatory in the Da-
vis Mountains. And the town where he lived, strangely called Marfa, did exist. She dug 
deeper, looking up Marfa in the dictionary only to realize it was a proper name, not a 
generic noun. A co-worker speculated that the town had been named for a Dostoevsky 
character. Th e wife of a railroad executive was supposedly reading Th e Brothers Karamazov 
when the town was founded. She read up on Prada Marfa, a faux store erected roadside by 
artists seeking to create a provocative, biodegradable sculpture. As intended, vandals soon 
removed the glass windows and merchandise. Th e adobe building was designed to dissolve 
into the landscape. Celeste wondered whether there were any shoes left in her size. 

Th en she put away the thoughts of this trip. She had a slew of feuds to resolve, mostly 
between the representatives and the coordinators regarding a sluggish production cycle. 
She wondered if they knew about light pollution. It wasn’t until several months had passed 
that a message from Ray sprang up on her computer, asking for information about apart-
ment rentals for a friend who was relocating east. She responded with helpful, thorough 
answers, and they began the sort of intimate online chats that are known for stimulating 
as much oxytocin as fl esh-and-blood relationships do. 

By the following winter, she was addicted to airline websites. Th ey had agreed that 
it was time for her to see his turf, since he had already visited hers. Th e only way to fl y 
directly to Marfa was on a private plane. Commercial airlines were no help; the nearest 
major town was only served by a carrier with whom she had no frequent-fl yer miles. Th e 
company with whom she had frequent-fl yer miles could only get her within 200 miles of 
Marfa, and that would be on a propeller plane. She restricted herself to one airline, and 
to jet service. Also to non-stop fl ights. After an ice storm at O’Hare years ago, she added 
the non-stop requirement to her list of deal breakers. She fi nally sent an email to Ray and 
asked for his advice. He recommended that she either go LGA to DFW or EWR to AUS 
and rent a car. He said the drive would take her ten hours at the most. 

Celeste scarcely knew how to drive. Her parents hadn’t owned a car, but she had 
taken lessons in high school just in case. She could make do on rare vacations with friends, 
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getting from the hotel to historical monuments, or on business trips that required meet-
ing with vendors in cheap, inconvenient neighborhoods. But she had not driven for more 
than an hour in one sitting. And never in the mountains. 

Th ere were buses, but buses made her queasy. She emailed Ray again and asked about 
trains. He told her there was a route that stretched from Chicago to California with Texas 
in between, but he explained that the service was extremely unreliable. He had once been 
stranded on a broken Texas train for seventeen hours. Th e tracks were in disrepair, he said, 
and the trains themselves were not as spiff y as the ones in her part of the country. Besides, 
the station was still an hour from where he lived. He assured her that once she drove out 
of the city, hers would be the only car on the road. 

“What about trucks?” she asked.
“Th ey’ll steer clear of you,” he replied. 
When there was nothing left to ask, she began coordinating. She chose to fl y from 

EWR. Although LGA was closer to her offi  ce and a cheaper taxi fare, she was terrifi ed of 
driving out of DFW. She packed low-cut sweaters and her high-heeled slingbacks, though 
Ray had recommended boots and turtlenecks. She wheeled the luggage through her offi  ce 
lobby and fl ew out after work, maximizing her vacation hours. Th is meant she would land 
late at night, staying in an airport hotel and beginning the drive in the morning, but she 
always chose to conserve her time off  when weighing commodities. Waiting for her board-
ing call, she inspected the weather map on the television screen and saw clouds blanketing 
her fl ight path. Th ere was turbulence on takeoff , so she took a tranquilizer and afterwards 
the air pockets made her think of nothing but an invigorating shiatsu massage. A fl ight 
attendant served her a cheeseburger. Th e movie was Nurse Betty. 

Th e airport was desolate when she landed. She smelled jalapeños and sausages, and 
over the speakers a grunge band was playing. A sign claimed that she had entered the 
live music capital of the world, and that only the music of local artists was played in the 
airport, and only the food and wares of local vendors was sold there. She asked which 
terminal she was in. A friendly woman wearing a patchwork vest told her there was only 
one terminal. 

Still tranquilized, she bought a bottle labeled Rainwater and drifted to the airport 
hotel, a brand through which she could earn points and even get a double-dip bonus for 
the fl ight. She ate a spinach salad from room service and slept deeply, waking to allergies 
and a spectacular ice storm. Temperatures were not expected to rise above 25 degrees, and 
the iciest roads were to the west. She emailed Ray from the hotel’s business center, and 
he told her to wait another day because it would be 80 degrees in just a few hours. Th e 
marble-mouthed weatherman confi rmed this prediction. She ordered more room service 
and watched shows about fi nancial planning and redecorating.

At dawn, conditions were as drippy as Ray had said they would be. She familiarized 
herself with the rental car. She had asked for a four-door sedan, in case someone rear-
ended her. She adjusted the mirrors, pumped the lumbar support, and experimented with 
the satellite radio she had requested. “It will work anywhere on the planet?” she had asked. 
“Yes ma’am, as long as you’re not under a bridge.” Th en she wished she had borrowed 
someone’s satellite phone. She had friends who knew reporters. Surely she could have bor-
rowed one. Th e rent-a-car man said he didn’t have any. She drove away angry at herself. 
Ray had told her there were few cell towers in his part of the state. 
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