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Donald W. Reynolds Center for the Visual Arts | E. L. Wiegand Gallery
160 West Liberty Street in downtown Reno | 775.329.3333 | nevadaart.org

TAHOE: A Visual History will be the first comprehensive exhibition and book to survey artworks related to Lake Tahoe, Pyramid Lake,
Donner Lake, and the nearby Sierra region. The 500-page hard bound book, designed by San Francisco legend Kit Hinrichs, co-founder 
of Pentagram, will be co-published with Skira Rizzoli and internationally distributed by Random House. The book combines hundreds 
of images and several noteworthy scholars to create a definitive survey of one of America’s most beloved landscapes.

Pre-order now by calling the Museum Store at 775.398.7206. 

ON VIEW AUGUST 22, 2015 TO JANUARY 10, 2016
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LETTER FROM  
THE FOUNDING EDITOR

— We dedicate this issue to poet and educator 
Gary Young for bringing young poets 
to Catamaran and into the world

O ur tenth issue… It’s almost beyond belief that 
Catamaran has come this far in such a short 
time. Yet all one has to do is glance at the wall 

of our new office in The Tannery and see the cover posters 
for each issue lined up like heraldic shields—emblems of 
immense effort—as a reminder. (Some of our crew have 
even joked that Catamaran had to move, like a migrating 
hermit crab, from our small studio to a larger one a few 
doors down just to have the wall space to hang our posters.)

The history of this magazine thus far is a blur of meet-
ings, phone calls, e-mails, deadlines, and the nerve-racking 
anxiety of nearly missed deadlines. So many long days 
stretching into night, dizzying moments of not knowing 
what’s coming next—then somehow, after all our com-
bined efforts, everything pulling together and blossoming 
into yet another issue. Magic. Magic mixed with a ton of 
heart and thought.

This issue of Catamaran is our favorite. (Well, to be 
honest, each issue is—but let us sing the praises of this 
one.) The Summer 2015 issue of Catamaran is so full of 
music you can practically listen to it rather than read it: we 
have phenomenal examples of crossover artistry from two 
musicians. First—a short story by the world-renowned gui-
tarist and producer of Buena Vista Social Club, Ry Cooder. 
Ry’s story is full of Chandleresque intrigue involving a 
kindhearted Los Angeles pachuco who gets involved in 
some sketchy dealings down Cuba way. Second—a grip-
ping autobiographical essay by prolific jazz guitarist and 
composer Joel Harrison. Then there’s Karen Vargas’s poem, 

“The Old Martinez Hall,” which relives the lithe and lively 
experience of her family singing and dancing in Old Mar-
tinez Hall in Taos, New Mexico.

We’ve broken with tradition by publishing three 

lengthy poems in one issue—poems that were so compel-
ling we couldn’t refuse: Frank Paino’s poem on the ecologi-
cal disaster of the Centralia, Pennsylvania mine fire that 
continues to burn today, over fifty years since it started; 
Amanda Moody’s poem “Feast,” in which a woman remi-
nisces about Brazil and Mexico, ancestry and recipes—a 
feast of flesh and memories; and Enrique Sacerio-Garí’s 

“Multiple Places,” a meditation on the dialectic of the earth 
and of nature that returns us to Cuba.

The dual elements of nature—its fragile beauty and 
its power—feature heavily in this issue: from the delicate 
iridescence of a seashell in William Greenwood’s poem “A 
Light Paradox” to the uneasy ride we take with California 
surfer Jason Wake Smith as he explores the conflict be-
tween his love of surfing and his natural fear of the great 
white shark. John Smelcer’s story “Savage Mountain” gives 
us a sense of what it must be like to survive an avalanche. 
Catamaran’s contributing editor, Dan White, shares his 
first meeting with Cheryl Strayed (author of Wild), then 
uncovers the early years of women explorers in his essay 

“Wild Victorian Ladies.” Shayne Taylor, winner of the 
George Hitchcock Memorial Poetry Prize for UCSC stu-
dents, navigates the American River in his poem “Picking 
Blackberries on the Middle Fork American.”

What exploration of nature doesn’t touch on that key 
human frailty—love? Love, Virgil said, conquers all. Or did 
he mean us? Love certainly takes a surprising turn in the 
short story “Girlfriend” by Panio Gianopoulos, and it finds 
a remarkably mature expression in the poem “For Now” by 
seventeen-year-old poet Anika Narayanan, and is explored 
by contrast in an elderly couple’s relationship by M. Allen 
Cunningham in “The Sky at Her Back.” Last … Catama-
ran managing editor Elizabeth McKenzie points us toward 
the far edge of the Pacific Rim via an interview with Philip 
Gabriel, translator of the world-renowned Japanese novel-
ist Haruki Murakami, and reveals how the intricacies of 
interpreting even a single word can make all the difference. 
As always, we want to express our deepest appreciation for 
all the artists whose visual work deepens the narrative and 
makes Catamaran a true artistic experience. With ten is-
sues behind us, and the continued support of our readers, 
we have enough momentum to sail across the world.

—Catherine Segurson
Founding Editor 
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WILLIAM 
GREENWOOD

A Light 
Paradox

Fingering sand brings a worm snail
sea shell to light. The tiny mouth 
at the end of this milk-colored, 
no-more-than-quarter-inch-long 

body holds 
a grain 
of black 
sand.

Now, the color black is not nothing 
but—as grade school painting 
taught me—all colors run together
and so absorbs their light.

Conversely, absence of color makes 
the white that bounces light waves off,
which is why you’d wear it, 
e.g., for crossing the desert.

Meanwhile, here, I recline, 
tropic under the sun while my cross section 
of crepidula fornicata 
(family: vermatidae)

the sanding sea rolled 
and polished throughout 
its animal’s afterlife 
glows translucent.

This millimetrical body tube 
seemingly lit from inside 
holds a twin black sand grain, 
seed of a new kind of pregnancy.

William Greenwood grew up in California where he did lit-

eracy and organizing work with farm workers from the 1960s 

during early unionization through the 1980s. Subsequently, 

he worked on agricultural and small business projects in Latin 

America, the Middle East, and Central Asia before returning to 

his home state. His most recent book is Landscape/Cityscape 

by Word Temple Press.
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Kings of Summer, 2015
Acrylic, ink, and found paper collage, 20 x 24 in
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JASON WAKE SMITH

Guest of the 
Great White

A Surfer’s Account  
of Living with  

the Shark Mystique

S harks don’t scare me. They terrify me. They 
cruise through my nightmares, plump with evil 
portent, jaws like jack-o-lanterns—caudal fins 

swishing behind them, propelling their orbit beneath my 
bed. When my comforter morphs into the sea surface, 
I  stand on the pillows, which make worthless rafts, ex-
pecting at any second an eruption of gills and teeth and 
wishing I’d sprung for the extra thread count.

The dreams recur, sometimes every few days during 
the late summer and early fall, when sightings of great 
white sharks along California’s coast, and occasionally an 
attack, splash across the news. Because I’m a surfer, the 
headlines always say the same thing to me: “They’re back.”

It was discovered in the 1990s that the great white (Car-
charodon carcharias), assumed responsible for 100 percent 
of the documented fatal attacks on humans in California, 
resides in the Red Triangle, the wedge of ocean from Big 
Sur out to the Farallon Islands and north to Bodega Bay, 
late summer through midwinter. They then fin south to 
an area between Hawaii and Mexico, diving deep (as far 
down as 3,500 feet) to do nobody-knows-what in an eerie 
place with a cheery name: “The White Shark Cafe.” The 
annual exodus provides cold comfort, however, to surfers, 
divers, and those whose galeophobia is so bad they won’t 
enter public swimming pools.

I stop short at making the sign of the cross at hot tubs, 
myself. But the specter of that spiny maw and those space-
black eyes at the business end of a shark double the length 
of my Prius visits me often, even when I’m awake. I take 
refuge in a fortress of denial built on all the scientific and 
statistical factoids I can find to prop up my mantra that it 
really won’t happen to me. More people die from soda ma-
chines falling on them every year than are killed by sharks, 
I  tell myself. Falling coconuts, champagne corks, cows, 
being left-handed! All of these raise your mathematical 
likelihood of imminent death by a larger percentage than 
sharks. But sharks are what we dream about.

Especially after the first time you see one.
There was no dorsal fin, no “duh-dum.” It was just one 

of a thousand golden, sunset-hour surf sessions I’ve had 
along California’s Central Coast in October. Except for the 
twelve-foot-long shark that burst from the water about fifty 
yards seaward, breaching like a whale and bisecting the 
sunset with a gray and white streak. This is how they attack, 
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according to the scientists who study them—at thirty miles 
per hour, from below and behind, projecting through their 
prey, sometimes beyond the surface of the water.

Yes, I paddled for shore, and stood there shivering and 
watching for any sign of the shark from the safety of the 
sand. But I never saw it again.

That sighting, in 2014, was my first. For three de-
cades I’d surfed the worst the Red Triangle had to offer: 
breaks where the water roiled with life—sea lions, harbor 
seals, pelicans, gulls, and bait fish swirling around me in 
a noisy maelstrom, where I was literally encircled by the 
cycle of life and death. I’d bobbed in murky waters adja-
cent to elephant seal rookeries, at the mouths of rivers in 
the northwest where sharks were known to lie in wait for 
seals feeding on migrating salmon, and at the edge of the 
Monterey Canyon, a submarine trench that plunges to a 
depth of 11,800 feet just a short distance from shore off 
Moss Landing Harbor.

Why, you ask? It’s the waves. Stretches of the Cali-
fornia coast offer adventurous surfers rides of the highest 
caliber, in complete solitude, if they are willing to drive 
and walk farther than others to share the wild ocean with 
all of its inhabitants. The Red Triangle, with its stretches 
of undeveloped, difficult- to-access shoreline, holds a high 
allure for that type. I hunt for places like that.

But my first sighting, when I  felt like the hunted, 
spooked me badly. I chose places to surf timidly afterward, 
the rumors about resident sharks at my favorite out-of-
the-way spots spreading rapidly. I stayed closer to home, 
at a beach in Aptos known as “Platforms,” where playful, 
soft, and slow waves are enjoyed by the masses for little 
other reason than that there is a large parking lot right in 
front of them.

As I sat elbow to elbow with the less expeditionary of 
my brethren, I wondered: why 2014? Why this year, per-
haps thanks to stress or the fragile mind of middle age, 
had my shark dreams been unrelenting? There were great 
whites under my lawn, in my office, under the floorboards 
of my wife’s minivan! They stalked me beneath the tile 
floor in my bathroom as I stood on the toilet, threatening 
them with a plunger.

I searched the Internet for solace, once again seeking 
reassurance from science. It turns out that a lot of the so-
called “attacks” recorded in California are attacks only in 

name—a name assigned them by the news media. Most of 
the bites perpetrated by great whites are likely investigative. 
Sharks don’t have hands (except for some of the ones in my 
dreams), so when they want to pick something up to check 
it out, they use their mouths. The problem is, when they 
put you down, you are usually bleeding to death, and this 
has led to the fear of shark attack pervading the general 
public to this day.

Professional mariners have always worried about 
sharks, but the history of public terror over the possibil-
ity of a shark attack at local beaches is really only about 
a hundred years old. During one hot July in New Jersey 
in 1916, four people were killed by sharks, including two 
who were bathing inland up a river. News of the attacks 
circled the world, and shark phobia was born. Then the 
movie Jaws, based on the book by Peter Benchley, which 
the author modeled after the New Jersey events, lunged at 
us in 1975. Then came the Summer of the Shark in 2001, 
when the news media milked a single (nonfatal) attack on 
an eight-year-old Mississippi boy to the point of absurdity 
during a slow news cycle. The spectacle of sensational-
ism and fearmongering was only stopped by 9/11. And, of 
course, who misses Shark Week on the Discovery Channel 
these days? Late in life, Benchley shed crocodile tears over 
his demonization of a creature he had come to immensely 
admire. He published an apologia called Shark Trouble in 
2003 to right the wrong he had done to the white shark’s 
reputation.

My research did everything but get me to stop chewing 
my nails over sharks. I learned that, thanks to a spike in 
pinniped populations, since around 2002 California has 
experienced a rising swell of great white activity. Prior to 
that, appearances and attacks by whites were rare at worst 
in Southern California. But breachings, dorsal fins, and 
even “bites” in previously placid places like Solana Beach, 
Manhattan Beach, and Avila Beach now seem to be the 
new normal. The Red Triangle is no longer the sole sea-
sonal home of the most feared predator in the sea.

Similar to Benchley, sometime in early February, 2015, 
I had a change of heart regarding the fish who shared the 
surf with me. It was their home, after all; not mine. And  
besides, despite sporadic sightings at the Seacliff Pier, 
popular with surf fishermen, two miles north of Platforms, 
there had never been a sighting or attack where I typically 
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surfed. Naively, I took this as an unspoken treaty between 
me and every single great white shark in the Pacific Ocean.

My son and daughter both surf with me now. On Feb-
ruary 26, 2015, my wife and our two little grunions enjoyed 
a splendid day splashing around out at Platforms. We rode 
the gentle, easy waves, basked in the friendly weather, and 
cheered each other on. We rejoiced in the splendor of our 
natural world and our place in it.

That night, I dreamed of marshmallows.
Two days later, a helicopter tour operation offering 

whale-watching tours in the Monterey Bay posted a video 
on its Facebook page. It was a clip they had taken that 
morning. There they were: not one, but two great white 
sharks—one about eight feet long, the other every inch of 
fifteen feet, tooth to tail—nosing around in the clear, shal-
low water exactly where my family and I had so blissfully 
communed with nature.

I was afraid to go to sleep that night. But not as afraid 
as I was to surf anywhere, ever again. Let alone with my 
family.

White sharks were once thought to be loners. But 
biologists suggested the two spotted at Platforms may 
have been related and cruising the coast together. The 
preponderance of sightings in California are of juvenile 
great whites, and it is now theorized that their mothers 

“drop them off” at beaches like Platforms to feed on tuna 
and other fish (they don’t eat pinnipeds until maturity). 
The adult females go off to feed in the deep water, then 
come back to pick the kids up. I knew Platforms was family 
friendly, but I was not reassured to learn that great white 
sharks treat my local beach like the play area in the food 
court at the mall.

Mourning the loss of my sanctuary, I got as far away 
from Platforms as I could without moving inland. But not 
five days later, a few miles to the south, there it was again: 
a shuttle launch at Cape Carnivore. Casually checking 
the surf at a benign little break that I thought was too far 
away for sharks to swim to in a week (actually, great whites 
often swim fifty miles in one day), I saw my second breach-
ing in a single season. But this one was closer, only thirty 
yards away, and thus more terrifying. It made me stand up 
instantly from a sitting position. Suddenly the surf at that 
location went from looking decent to dreadful.

Three days later, another one. This time at Moss Land-

ing. I arrived to find the water empty and a group of surf-
ers standing on the beach in their wetsuits, holding their 
boards and scanning the water. When I asked what was up, 
they said a large shark had swum by and cleared them all 
to the beach five minutes prior. Then I saw it—its jagged 
silhouette hung in the face of a rising swell, a slight bronze 
color on top near its nose, and that upside-down sickle of 
a smile. When the wave had passed, so had the shark. It 
was just gone. But we knew it wasn’t.

No pillow raft or toilet seat would save me that night. 
Up through my covers it came: projecting through me 
at full speed, eyes rolled back and mouth open, rows of 
triangular teeth jutting outward.

I was practically born a surfer. Both of my parents were 
hippie surf bums from Santa Barbara (when hippie surf 
bums could still afford to live there). The sport and the 
interaction with nature have enriched my life on countless 
levels, probably even saved it a few times. I can’t not surf. 
But the sighting at Moss Landing felt like three strikes, 
like there was no longer anywhere I  could go without 
risking an encounter with great whites, and that seemed 
unacceptable.

Until my first sighting, in October on the Central 
Coast, white sharks were my favorite conversational ice-
breaker. Knowing about the latest sightings and attacks was 

Its jagged silhouette 
hung in the face of  

a rising swell, a slight 
bronze color on top 

near its nose, and 
that upside-down 

sickle of a smile.
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my claim to fame among friends. I even told shark jokes! It 
was therapy, in a way. It’s a gift that human beings who so 
dread death can also laugh at it. Even make a plaything of 
it. My wife and I gave our son a five-foot-long plush great 
white for his birthday last year. Seeing his glee opening the 
present, I snickered at the irony of my five-year-old future 
surfer blithely snuggling “Whitey,” while its kin was in his 
father’s bed, devouring him.

A month after I saw the shark at Moss Landing, I met 
some friends for drinks at a bar in Rio Del Mar, a mile’s 
walk along the beach south from Seacliff Pier. I was told 
that Marina State Beach was closed that morning after 
an eighteen-foot white shark was spotted cruising twenty 
yards from shore. It was March 9, the latest sighting in the 
calendar year that anyone could remember in our area. We 
all worried about the implications of the sharks not being 
gone by then, off to the White Shark Cafe. Was this our 
new normal? The group looked to me for context or maybe 
some comic relief. Because, you know, I was the shark guy. 
In the past I might have said there were “sharknadoes” in 
the forecast.

This time, I said nothing.
When I think about sharks and surfing, I often remem-

ber something the American painter N.C. Wyeth once 
said: “There is nothing truly magical that does not have a 
terrifying quality.” The word “magical” certainly describes 
many of the days I’ve enjoyed surfing in the Red Triangle. 
Early mornings alone on the coast, after a long walk had 
delivered me into a new dimension. Where the sun shone 
on my face, perfect waves invited, and mine were the sole 
footprints in the sand. Where the offshore breeze blew up 
the crest of every wave and soaked me in spindrift showers.

I decided to test Wyeth’s theory. To see if fear really 
was a gateway to magic. So I went back out at Platforms.

Hugging my surfboard in the same water where the 
two sharks had been filmed by the helicopter crew two 
weeks before, I faced a cold truth. The truth was, every 
year great white sharks are spotted along the coast that 
I love, the coast from which I draw much of my health 
and happiness. Sometimes those sharks hurt people, even 
if accidentally. Rarely, however, are those interactions fatal. 
In fact, there have been only eight fatal attacks in all of the 
United States (including Hawaii) in the last ten years. The 
truth is, even being a surfer in the Red Triangle, I have a 
better chance of winning the California Lottery than of 
getting killed by a great white shark while surfing.

In the water at Platforms, I saw a dorsal fin. The icon 
of marine terror. It was big, a foot tall, gunmetal gray, and 
rigid as it cut the water like a warship less than twenty 
yards away and headed towards me. Oddly, I didn’t move. 
I stared at the blank, blue ocean surface between me and 
the point at which the fin went underwater. My heart 
thumped. When it resurfaced, attached to the body of a 
bottlenose dolphin, I lost muscle control in my lips. They 
cracked involuntarily into a smile.

Magical, indeed. Because, at least for the moment,  
seeing that dolphin made my fear of sharks disappear.

“There is nothing  
truly magical  
that does not have  
a terrifying quality.”

Jason Wake Smith is a former contributing editor to 

Surfer and Surfing magazines, former associate editor of 

Snowboarder Magazine, and former recreation editor of the 

Los Angeles Times website. He is a screenwriter and nonfic-

tion author, but dreams of a career writing haiku campaign 

slogans. His work has won no awards, but he often mentions 

awkwardly to strangers that he was voted “Class Flirt” in 

eighth grade. For information about Jason’s current book 

projects, visit his website at www.jasonwakesmith.com.
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PAUL J. WILLIS

Things I Forgot

I did remember the dog. But not
the tent poles. My wind suit, I forgot
that—and on this ridge it is very windy.

Cooking dinner on the remembered camp stove,
I can’t find the potato flakes,
the cheddar cheese. So very odd:

I bought them just this morning
with the bagels dangling from my fingers.
Could there be a trickle of sacks

in a parking lot, my breadcrumb trail?
Once, my dad took my brother on a camping
trip and forgot both sleeping bags.

They froze in the back seat of the car,
and my brother never forgave him.
What kind of person forgets

the sleeping bags? he used to say.
Tonight, I uproot the back seat
to make a little room on the floor.

The van rocks like a broken
hammock, and the Jeffrey pines
whistle as hard as a boy crossing a graveyard.

After moonrise, fog comes
shredding through the branches.
Cones and needles beat the roof

with gothic and invisible hands.
The dog trembles next to me;
he doesn’t forget to lick my face.

—Los Padres National Forest

Paul J. Willis is a professor of English at Westmont College 

and a former poet laureate of Santa Barbara, California. His 

most recent collection of poetry is Say This Prayer into the 

Past. He is also the author of Bright Shoots of Everlastingness: 

Essays on Faith and the American Wild and an eco-fantasy 

omnibus, The Alpine Tales. He recently served as an artist-in-

residence for autumn 2014 and spring 2015 in North Cascades 

National Park.
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JOHN SMELCER

Savage 
Mountain

Brothers Sebastian and James Savage have 
summited at 16,237 feet on Mount Sanford in 

Alaska’s interior, and are on their way back down.

T he tent walls were flailing hard when the boys 
awoke. They took their time getting up, their 
muscles stiff and sore. Both had headaches from 

mild dehydration. After a leisurely breakfast of pancakes, 
powdered eggs, and instant coffee, Sebastian got dressed 
and crawled out from the tent and stretched.

He stood on the ledge and surveyed the world.
The cloud cover seemed denser than it had been the 

day before. Sebastian studied their ascent route, which 
looked less perilous than the knife-sharp ridge they had 
climbed the day before. The snowy slope was steep, but 
not technical, meaning that it could be climbed without 
establishing a main line with pitons. He couldn’t see what 
lay above the slope, but he knew from the map that they’d 
be within a couple thousand feet of the summit once they 
got beyond whatever lay hidden from view. His only con-
cern was the snow load, which looked heavy. He could see 
an overhang at the top and where little avalanches had 
already slid down the chutes and runnels, natural gullies 
that channeled avalanches like a riverbed.

James crawled out from the tent and stood beside his 
brother on the narrow ledge, looking at the perilous 3,000-
foot drop.

“First step’s a doozy,” he joked.
“That’s for sure,” replied Sebastian.
“Whew! Chilly,” said James, pulling on his wool cap 

over his ears.
“Where do we go from here?” he asked.
“I  think we can summit today. We’ll work our way 

over there, around that snow chute, and then cross over to 
there,” replied Sebastian, tracing their proposed route in 
the air with his index finger. “Once we make it above this 
slope, we should be able to reach the summit in an hour  
or two.”

“We gonna pack up camp?” asked James.
“No. We’ll leave it here. We should be able to make 

summit and climb back down just in time for dinner, with 
maybe an hour or two to spare. We’ll travel light and fast, 
carrying our packs with just our climbing gear and some 
quick-energy snacks.”

“Speaking of lightening the load,” said James, unzip-
ping his pants and whizzing over the edge, the stream of 
pee traveling over half a mile to the bottom of the cliff.

Sebastian joined him.
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“Hey,” he said with a grin. “I bet we’re setting a world 
record for the longest pee.”

James laughed.
Leaving the tent set up with the sleeping bags, pads, 

cooking stove and pot, stainless-steel dishes and utensils, 
food, and extra clothes inside, the boys struck out for the 
summit. They used their ice axes to help as they made 
their way up the slope through deep snow. Once again, a 
rope connected the brothers, who stopped often to catch 
their breath, leaning over their ice axes, beholding the 
amazing scene below. At almost 14,000 feet, they were 
above the neighboring mountains as well as the clouds 
on the horizon.

The view was spectacular, but time was too short to 
spend on sightseeing.

Suddenly, a loud rumble bellowed from above. Both 
brothers looked up just in time to see a wall of snow com-
ing at them down the chute.

“Use your ax!” Sebastian shouted, dropping to his knees 
and planting his ice ax into the snow and hanging on for 
dear life.

James managed to use his ax just in time.
But their actions were futile against the wall of snow 

thundering toward them. The avalanche engulfed the 
brothers, tumbling them head over heels down the high 

ridge for a thousand feet. Sebastian still gripped his ice ax, 
but it was worse than useless, more likely to impale him 
than to aid him. When he finally came to rest, Sebastian 
was only partially buried. He had lost his wool cap and 
one of his gloves. After pulling himself out of the com-
pacted snow, he looked around and discovered he was only 
a couple hundred feet from the edge of the precipice. Then 
he looked for his brother. James was nowhere to be seen 
on the jumbled field of snow.

“James! James!” he yelled in a dizzy panic, frantically 
looking in every direction and digging snow out from his 
ears and nose.

Sebastian felt for the rope around his waist. It was still 
tied securely, which meant that his brother might still be 
on the other end. He grabbed the rope and began to yank. 
As each foot of the rope emerged from the snow, he fol-
lowed it. In some places the rope was buried a couple feet 
deep and Sebastian had to yank hard to pull it out.

Occasionally, he’d stop, shout for his brother, and blow 
the shrill whistle hanging from his parka zipper. But he 
heard nothing except the wind. Sebastian knew that with 
every passing minute his brother, buried somewhere in 
the haphazard snowfield, could be freezing to death—or 
worse, suffocating.

Feverishly, Sebastian yanked out the rope until finally, 
sixty feet from where he had pulled himself free, he felt the 
weight of his brother beneath him. He quickly removed 
the shovel from his pack and began to dig his brother out.

“I’m here! Hold on!” he screamed as he dug, careful 
not to strike his brother with the sharp blade of the shovel.

While digging, Sebastian wondered what he would 
tell his parents if he didn’t come home with his brother. 
How would he tell them that his frozen corpse was buried 
somewhere on the side of a mountain?

Finally, almost three feet deep, Sebastian saw the red 
of his brother’s parka. Using his bare hands, he kept dig-
ging until he was able to pull James upright, his lower body 
still buried. James opened his eyes.

“Wha … what … to-took … you … s-so … long?” he 
said through chattering teeth.

Wrapping his arms beneath both armpits, Sebastian 
pulled James out from the snowy grave. He had lost both 
of his gloves, his cap, and his ice ax. His parka hood was 
packed with snow, and the force of the avalanche had 

Once again, a rope 
connected the two 
brothers, who stopped 
often to catch their 
breath, leaning over their 
ice axes, beholding the 
amazing scene below.
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pulled his snow pants down around his ankles, kept on only 
by the bulky bunny boots. His blue jeans were soaking wet.

James was shivering uncontrollably.
Sebastian had to get his brother back to their tent 

quickly if he was going to save him. He knew the dangers 
of hypothermia. A year before, he and James had spent 
a week enduring an Arctic survival training course dur-
ing January, the coldest time of the year. Temperatures 
reached fifty below zero for much of the week. The  
instructors had shown movies about the effects of hypo-
thermia, replete with footage of people whose hands or feet, 
nose or ears were so frozen that they would have to be am-
putated. Sebastian remembered vividly the images of gro-
tesquely swollen blackening toes and fingers, engulfed in 
huge blisters called blebs. One of the first symptoms of 
hypothermia is disorientation and the inability to speak 
clearly or to make sense. The incapacity to think rationally 
is also symptomatic of the onset of hypothermia, as the 
body begins to freeze from the outside inward. Shivering 
is one of the body’s only defenses. But it’s a feeble defense 
against such bone-cracking cold. In its attempt to save the 
brain and the heart, the body shuts down everything that 
is not vital to survival.

The history of mountaineering is littered with tales 
of hypothermic victims, many of whom have been found 
frozen to death with much of their clothing removed, 
as if they were overheating. The truth is, they were so 
cold that their body no longer felt anything, and they  
misinterpreted the lack of sensation as no longer needing 
their coats and hats and gloves. In their delirium, many 
victims have simply walked off the side of a mountain into 
oblivion. Some report having suffered bizarre hallucina-
tions. Many climbers who have lost a finger, a toe, or a 
bit of an ear to frostbite wear their wounds like a badge of 
honor, proof of their near-death experience and tenacity 
in the face of extreme hardship and peril.

A few years earlier, while snowmobiling on a cold day, 
Sebastian had suffered frostbite on the skin between his 
eyebrows and the bridge of his nose. The skin had never 
fully healed and likely never would.

Fearing for his brother’s life, Sebastian acted quickly.
He pulled up his brother’s snow pants, brushed the 

snow away from inside his parka hood, and pulled it over 
his brother’s head, making sure it was on securely. He 

rooted through both packs for extra gloves. The whole 
time he spoke to James to keep him awake.

“Stay with me,” he said, gently slapping his brother’s 
red cheeks. “I’m gonna get you back to camp. You’re gonna 
be alright.”

Then he lifted James to his feet, steadying him until 
he could balance on his own.

Sebastian tied one end of a short piece of rope around 
his brother’s waist and the other around his own. Muster-
ing all his strength, he short-roped his brother, leading the 
way and pulling James whenever he lagged behind, trying 
to coax him back to camp. Sometimes he had to fall back 
and half carry him. On several occasions, James lost his 
balance, fell face-down into the snow, and lay there, not 
even trying to get up.

“Get up! You gotta help me!” Sebastian shouted above 
the wind while standing over his brother.

“I  just wanna sleep here for a while,” James replied 
wearily, his voice raspy.

“You can’t sleep now,” said Sebastian, struggling to pull 
James to his feet. “I can’t carry you. You have to walk. Get 
up!”

It took almost an hour for the two to get back to their 
tent on the precarious ledge. Once inside, Sebastian 
stripped James of his boots and crampons and wet clothes 
and helped him into his sleeping bag, placing his own bag 
on top for added warmth. He heated water for hot tea to 
warm their insides. The cooking stove warmed the small 
tent, but Sebastian knew he couldn’t let it burn for too 
long. The carbon monoxide fumes could kill them just as 
surely as the cold.

James slept for several hours while Sebastian read his 
book, stopping frequently to check on his brother. More 
and more, he sympathized with Hamlet’s circumstance. 
Who could he talk to? Who could he trust? What power 
did he have, if any, to change the way things were? And 
worse of all: Was death the only escape?

Finally, James opened his eyes and sighed.
“What happened?” he asked, looking around, confused.
“We got caught in an avalanche. You were buried for 

half an hour before I found you.”
“I remember seeing the avalanche coming at me,” said 

James, licking his dry lips. “I vaguely remember waking 
up and realizing that I was buried. I couldn’t move at all. 
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It was like I was in cement. I remember thinking I was 
going to die.”

“Well, you didn’t, Bro, not yet,” Sebastian said with a 
smile.

“Now we’re even,” said James. “I saved your life and 
you saved mine.”

James pulled his hands out from the sleeping bag and 
studied them, wiggling his fingers and balling his fists.

“They’re okay,” said Sebastian, understanding his 
brother’s concern. “I got you back here in the nick of time.”

James put his hands back inside the warm sleeping bag.
“So, what do we do now?”
“I don’t know,” replied Sebastian, looking at his wrist-

watch. “You’re in no shape to climb right now, and, besides, 
it’s too late to make another summit attempt today. Besides, 
we need to decide if we even want to keep on going.”

“Because of me?” asked James.
Sebastian nodded but added, “That too.”

“I feel okay. A bit tired still.”
“But why should we go on at all?” Sebastian asked, 

while he poured a cup of hot tea and handed it to his 
brother. “I mean, what are we risking our lives for? We both 
could have died. Maybe next time we won’t be so lucky. 
We could just head back down and go home.”

James took a long drink of tea before responding.
“Because of Dad,” he said, wiping his mouth with the 

back of his hand. “Because we need to.”
Neither brother spoke for a minute. Outside, the wind 

was raging. Sebastian worried the pitons might come 
loose or the guy-lines snap, sending the tent right off the 
mountain.

“Just for once, I wish he’d be proud of us, you know 
what I mean?” Sebastian said, loud enough to be heard 
above the machine-gun rattle of the tent walls flapping in 
the barbarous wind. “I’ve done everything to make him 
proud of me, and I don’t even know why. He’s a jerk. Why 
should I care? Why am I risking my life to prove something 
to him?”

“Because he’s our father,” replied James.
“Yeah,” Sebastian said softly, looking down at the tent 

floor strewn with packs and clothes and gear.
“So, what are we gonna do?” asked James, trying to 

rally his brother. “Let the bastard win, or show him what 
we’re made of? We’re more men than that bastard any day.”

Sebastian was impressed by his brother’s enthusiasm, 
especially after surviving the avalanche. “I say we keep go-
ing. Let’s eat, hydrate, get a good night’s sleep, and boogie 
up this mother in the morning—that is, if this wind lets 
up,” he said, listening to the tempest outside. “What do 
you want for dinner: dehydrated Chili Mac or Top Ramen?” 
Sebastian asked, holding up two packets.

“I vote for noodles,” said James, remembering what 
happened after eating chili the last time.

Savage Mountain is John Smelcer’s fiftieth book. His other 

award-winning novels include The Trap, The Great Death, 

Lone Wolves, and Edge of Nowhere. The 25th Anniversary 

Edition of The Raven & the Totem is also forthcoming in 

summer 2015.
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BECKIAN FRITZ 
GOLDBERG

Petaloudes

On the island of Rhodes
we walked into a valley of butterflies.
The trunks of the trees
were ruffled with dark yellow wings.
The branches rippled with them.
The rocks bloomed with them.
It was the smell of the oriental
sweetgums, of aromatic resin, that called
the Tiger Moths floating
from light to shadow, delicate
mortals, landing on heaven
which grew here. The air
buzzed electric with cicadas
as if the heat were singing.
Summer is beautiful, the one
memory loves most. Thousands
like gold leaves refusing
to fall, fluttering under the breeze,
folded to sleep upright
on the trunks. Later that day
we looked down from a cliff
at the edge of the island
into the blue blown
glass of the sea. The view
has been the same
for centuries—water, sky,
hardly a horizon—
Standing there was like falling.

Standing there was already
long ago. We rode back
to town in the bed of someone’s truck
with only one wheel centered
in the front as it bumped and
wheezed along the road. On
the way down, the smell of pine pitch
from the aleppos hung in the heat
and sometimes we breathed in
the sweet stink of gasoline until
we arrived and the air again
was full of the sea. Summer
in no year. Summer of no sleep.
We lay nights in that room barely
bigger than the bed
beneath the one small window,
naked, too hot for the sheet, listening
to the town cats cry on the roof
above us. All night they were
agonies. All night they were desire.
Goddam them. The Tiger Moths, too,
were nocturnal, swooning in the perfumed
trees to mate before the end of
the season. They had starved themselves
for this moment. Summer
of sweat and honey
fed to us a century later by
mysterious means. Summer of
flying flowers. At night the water
was black, the sky was black. Both
had a moon—
You could hardly
tell where the world was—
Your body, my body,
the valley trembling, and beauty
the birth of grief.

Beckian Fritz Goldberg is the author of several volumes of 

poetry, including Body Betrayer, In the Badlands of Desire, 

Never Be the Horse, The Book of Accident, and Lie Awake 

Lake. Her poetry has appeared in Harper’s, The American 

Poetry Review, The Best American Poetry 1995, and Field. 

She has been awarded the Theodore Roethke Poetry Prize 

and a Pushcart Prize. She teaches at Arizona State University.
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Coral Moon, 2012
Acrylic on birch panel with silver leaf, 48 x 36 in
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FREYA ROHN

Cottonwood

Branches lie at the foot
of my bed tonight:

the dry cracked leaves
a rattle of gull eggs

the color of earth
the color of backlit windows
after a forest fire burn

and the smell in the dark
is not of summer or
the approach of fall

but of past springs,
of river walks when
I was more brave

pressing blackberries
on your neck in blind
sun, a shipwreck of sugar

and ink on your skin—
the reminded surprise
of our unstaid longing

and the sap from these branches—
strong and clean and resined
and fine—lies here after
we have gone to bed

as if this gift
from our son
is calling back to where
his own body began.

Freya Rohn is the deputy director of curatorial affairs and 

programs at the Anchorage Museum in Alaska. She has 

an MFA in creative writing from the University of Alaska, 

Anchorage, where she received the Jason Wenger Memorial 

Award for Poetry. Her poetry has appeared in Cirque (under 

the name Kirsten Anderson), Bellingham Review, and Sugar 

House Review; is forthcoming in Colorado Review; and has 

been nominated for a Pushcart Prize. She lives in Anchorage, 

Alaska, with her husband and son. www.freyarohn.com
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DAN WHITE

Wild Victorian 
Ladies

Women Campers a Century 

before Cheryl Strayed

B ack in 2008, I was in Portland, Oregon, on a 
book tour to support a memoir I’d published 
about walking all 2,650 miles of the Pacific 

Crest Trail across California, Oregon, and Washing-
ton. My talk was set to begin at seven o’clock sharp, and 
I was getting self-conscious and twitchy because there 
were forty seats and only ten people. I  hid behind a 
row of books in the children’s section and watched the 
bookstore staff circulating through the aisles, round-
ing people up and practically shoving them into those  
folding chairs.

Just before seven, fifteen more people sat down. Two 
of them drew my special attention: a stringy-haired teen 
who sat in the center of the third row, only to bury his 
face in a manga book with an ultraviolent cover; and an 
athletic blonde woman who appeared to be in her early 
thirties. She was wearing, if memory serves, a Polartec-
type dark fleece zip-up jacket. I enjoy honing in on people 
at my readings and guessing their occupations to amuse 
myself and ease my nervousness. By the time my talk was 
over, it was clear this woman had a sense of stillness and 
watchfulness, and a talent for deep listening. She was most 
definitely a psychoanalyst or animal trainer.

After the talk, she waited in line to have me sign her 
copy of my book.

“So … you live and work around here?” I asked her, 
eager to test my guess about her occupation.

“Yes,” she said. “In Portland.” She mentioned her hus-
band and two young children.

“What’s your job?”
“I’m a writer.”
“Cool. Part-time?”
“Full-time.”
“Really? So cool. What’s your husband’s job?”
“Independent filmmaker.”
“Oh my goodness. And you can survive on an author’s 

salary and a filmmaker’s salary?”
“So far,” she said. “We keep our costs down.”
“Nice. What’s your name?”
“Cheryl Strayed,” she said.
“Really?” I said, because she looked nothing like the 

pale and stringy-haired vision I conjured from her essays, 
which mentioned hard living and drug experimentation. 
I told her this. “You’re not what I expected.”
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Victorian camping 
women were, if 
anything, discouraged 
from writing about 
their acts of bravado. 

This was not the first time someone had told her this. 
She joked about “readers who expected whips and chains. 
I’m a soccer mom!”

I’d not only heard of her; I’d studied a couple of her es-
says in graduate school. She was what you called a writer’s 
writer. That is industry-speak for a writer admired by other 
writers but little known outside the writing-conference 
circuit. “Holy guacamole,” I said. I walked up to the live 
microphone to address the stragglers in the crowd. “Hey, 
everyone, guess what? Cheryl Strayed is in the house. 
Cheryl Strayed, the writer? She’s got skills.”

She smiled indulgently. A couple of people turned my 
way, gave me blank expressions, and kept on browsing the 
aisles. No one had any idea who she was.

We wound up talking for a couple of hours at a Chili’s 
restaurant in the charmless development that contained 
the bookstore. Cheryl Strayed ordered no food or beer. 
She accepted one limp French fry after I nagged her to 
try it. She wanted to tell me about a book she was kicking 
around in her head. It involved a very long walk on the 
Pacific Crest Trail. From the sound of it, a lot of the book 
had to do with her mom, and her past, and what happens 
to a woman when she delves into the hazardous territory 
of men. She told me she hadn’t decided how much weight 
to give the trail, and how the various pieces of the narra-
tive were going to talk to one another and fit together. Just 
before the meal was over, she looked disapprovingly at the 
remains of my disgusting burger. She seemed surprised 
that I’d eaten so much of it. “Portland is one of the great 
food cities of America,” she said.

“Now you tell me,” I  said, feeling the onset of a 
stomachache.

We continued that restaurant conversation over the 
next few months through a series of long e-mails. She gave 
me more information about her work-in-progress. I came 
to believe that the sometimes testy Pacific Crest Trail com-
munity—and perhaps the rest of America—would gang up 
on her. Even now, in the twenty-first century, the story of a 
woman camping and hiking alone feels like a provocative 
gesture to certain people, a jab at the status quo.

“Wild is certainly about hiking the pct,” she told me 
during one long online missive. “But it’s also really very 
much a memoir about my life before the hike. There are 
long, long ‘flashback’ passages, and what goes on inside of 
me is in some ways more front and central than the trail 
(though of course the trail is huge in the book, too—when 
you read it, you’ll see what I mean). Plus—oh, and this is 
going to drive those pct purists nuts!—I did not thru-hike 
the trail. I hiked about 1,200 miles of it. That’s a long way. 
How this idea formed that if you didn’t hike the whole 
thing you somehow didn’t really hike the trail is utterly 
absurd. I never intended to hike the whole thing. I set out 
to spend about a hundred days on the trail, and that’s what 
I did. It was hard, amazing, and life changing. I wasn’t 
prepared for the hike (this too will incite the hiker purists!), 
but I learned a lot. And that, of course, is the story. Or at 
least part of it.”

Years passed, we fell out of regular e-mail and Face-
book communication, her book was released, and of course 
it did not turn out to be the disaster I worried it might be. It 
did not get buried beneath a pile of hatred and male oppro-
brium. In fact it became one of the bestselling memoirs of 
all time, and certainly the bestselling book that devotes so 
many pages to a woman’s solo camping adventure. As the 
book muscled its way onto the bestseller list, it occurred 
to me that Wild was damned lucky to have been born in 
the twenty-first century. Of course, the huge success of this 
book has much more to do than just timeliness. Strayed 
wrote a beautiful, candid and unsparing piece of work—an 
unsentimental and gripping story of redemption in the wil-
derness. But it also occurred to me that if Strayed had been 
unlucky enough to be born just a century earlier, the book, 
regardless of its excellence, would have enjoyed a small 
private printing at best. Why would I think such a thing? 
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By the time her book became a bestseller, I had developed 
an unusual—some would say strange—perspective about 
American outdoor adventures and camping-themed litera-
ture since the nineteenth century.

As part of my research for my upcoming personal 
history of camping (set to be published by Henry Holt in 
2016), I have traveled back to Victorian times to examine 
America’s attitudes toward the wild over the past couple 
of centuries or so. Part of my task involved reading a tee-
tering pile of redemptive wilderness memoirs dating back 
to the 1830s. A great many of these Victorian-era books 
were written by privileged white Ivy League-educated men. 
The basic shape and setup of Wild—a troubled Romantic 
seeker travels deep into the wilderness seeking not an es-
cape from the world but to discover a more sensible and 

“wild” way to engage with it and confront it—is part of a 
longstanding literary tradition. It’s just that this redemptive 
journey has been, until very recently, a largely male and 
elitist endeavor. (Wild has a more populist appeal, with 
passages indicating the hardscrabble way Strayed hiked 
the pct, without credit cards and sometimes with little 
more than a few dimes in her pocket.)

Back in the 1840s, the Reverend Joel Headley created a 
model for the genre when he became well known for writ-
ing about an “attack on the brain” that drove him into the 
Adirondacks, and wrote about the way the woods “healed” 
him. Wild is not the first book a woman has written about 
a life-changing camping trip into the unknown, but it is 
the first to resonate so strongly with the American public. 
Over the past century, countless women have either writ-
ten about such journeys themselves or their adventures 
have been the subject of other people’s writings in news-
papers and magazines. It’s just that no one—until fairly 
recently—has cared about women’s camping-out-in-the-
wilderness stories in quite the same way.

In the Victorian era, when Americans were just start-
ing to develop an environmental consciousness, women 
occupied a strange position in American culture. “The 
history of American women is about the fight for freedom, 
but it’s less a war against oppressive men than a struggle 
to straighten out the perpetually mixed message about 
women’s role that was accepted by almost everybody of 
both genders,” wrote Gail Collins in her America’s Women: 
400 Years of Dolls, Drudges, Helpmates, and Heroines.

The backseat position of women with regard to the 
backcountry took shape, and solidified, after the Civil War. 
America’s population was fewer than forty million people 
in 1870. By 1920, the number grew to 105 million, and most 
of those people were living in cities. As the historian Nancy 
Unger points out in her thought-provoking book, Beyond 
Nature’s Housekeepers: American Women in Environmental 
History, only fourteen cities in 1870 had populations of 
100,000 or more. In 1920, nearly seventy cities were that 
big or larger. Life was becoming more anonymous, mentor-
ship traditions were fading away, and men’s occupations 
were changing. Fewer men devoted their lives to crafts-
manship as life became more urbanized. There was more 
drudgework. Fewer livelihoods were considered strenuous 
or “manly.” It’s no wonder men were feeling insecure and 
were looking for a place to reassert suppressed machismo. 
The woods were just the place they were seeking. A rec-
reational woodsman subculture developed in response to 
industrial changes. Long before there was a “men’s rights 
movement,” males set up a new realm of defense in the 
backcountry, with influential magazines like Forest and 
Stream magazine telling stories of life and survival in their 
newly reimagined frontier. They embraced a managed 
form of savagery that was supposed to be an aggressive 
answer to cities and feminine influences.

Around this time you started hearing men—nota-
bly, Theodore Roosevelt—talk about their worries about 
an “effeminate” American culture, and their hopes that 
camping and “the strenuous life” would address those 
problems. Camping, when it started as a twentieth-century 
American activity, was considered a repudiation of women-
dominated forms of relaxation such as going to a resort or 
hotel. Camping, and stories about wilderness adventure, 
were reactionary. At first, camping became an all-male 
endeavor, a way to escape feminine influence. Later in 
the nineteenth century, men were more open to women 
going into the woods with them, so long as they stuck to 
their established roles.

“Women were not necessarily excluded from these for-
ays into nonhuman nature,” Nancy Unger writes, “but a 
camping vacation … required that women cede control 
to men.” While Strayed worried, many years later, that 
male hiking “purists” would feel she hadn’t hiked “enough” 
of the enormous trail, Victorian camping women were, 
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if anything, discouraged from writing about their acts of 
bravado. The more miles they walked, the more moun-
tains they climbed, the more they were told to understate 
their accomplishments and give most of the credit to male 
companions.

No one kept them out of the woods, but once they were 
there, they faced a maddening duality—a double standard 
they could not escape. On the one hand, the woods gave 
them a taste of freedom they did not know at home, while 
exposing them to the wild country. It was easier for them 
to get away with unconventional behavior in the woods 
than at home. Women joined the ranks of campers and 
even sports hunters in those days. They were allowed to 
take part because they gave these activities a veneer and 
an image of virtue and decency by association.1 On the 
other hand, liberation came with a price. All the while, the 
voices of camping and the voices of preservation were over-
whelmingly male. Consider the most influential people 
involved in wilderness preservation in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries: it is hard to find the name 
of even one woman who made her way to that upper ech-
elon, although women often influenced the visions and 
philosophies of those wild men.

We’ve all heard of John Muir, but it’s a lesser-known 
fact that a strong-willed woman named Jeanne Carr greatly 
influenced him. She not only curated his reading list but 
also encouraged and helped shape his writing voice. Muir, 
for a while, was her pet project, and she was his perfect 
audience long before he had a mass readership. He was al-
ways trying out ideas on her, and constantly reporting back 
from camp-outs and explorations. She even went camping 
with him. It’s safe to say that the John Muir we love would 
not be the same man without her. Perhaps he would have 
lived all his days as an eccentric hermit in Yosemite.

There was no mechanism in place for a woman to 
live her own life in the woods, or tell her own story. For 
women to have a strong voice in the wild, they needed to 
change the way they saw themselves in the woods, and 
the way others saw them. America had to move beyond 
the point where it equated femininity with wimpiness. In 

1 Paraphrased from Nancy Unger, Beyond Nature’s Housekeepers: 
American Women in Environmental History, page 81

the buildup to Muir’s humiliating defeat at Hetch Hetchy 
Valley—he tried to save the valley from a campaign to 
impound the Tuolumne River and create a new reservoir 
to serve San Francisco—development interests slandered 
him as “impotent and feminine.” 2 In a political cartoon 
that appeared in the December 13, 1909, issue of The San 
Francisco Call, the great conservationist is shown dressed 
in dowdy drag, desperately trying to sweep away the flood-
waters of Hetch Hetchy with a dust broom.

In spite of all this, some women still found a sense of 
freedom and rapture in the woods—and if they knew how 
to play the game and not push too hard against the stereo-
types and expectations, they had their run of the backcoun-
try. The early Victorian period was a time of constricted 
movement for women. Any sort of long walk was strictly 
forbidden for all respectable ladies. In those times, doctors 
commonly thought that exercise would sicken any female 
(doing the equivalent of the Pacific Crest Trail would be 
an almost unimaginable form of hardship and madness), 
even while books and articles were claiming outdoor 
activities could cure men of a nervous condition called 

“neurasthenia.” Certain pundits of the time thought that 
such strenuous, sweat-inducing activities actually caused 
neurasthenia in women. Some doctors also believed that 
exertion of any kind could make them subject to a condi-
tion that made them “delicate and high-strung, subject 
to fits of anxiety or even hysteria that could erupt at any 
time,” wrote Sheila M. Rothman in Woman’s Proper Place: 
A History of Changing Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the 
Present.3 “By virtue of their anatomy, all women were sus-
ceptible and therefore had to avoid anxiety-producing and 
enervating situations.” All this was happening at a time 
when women were more likely to be physically harmed 
just by standing around wearing the standard-issue clothes 
of the day—bone-crushingly tight corsets and thick, mis-
ery-inducing skirts—than by climbing a mountain. Their 
clothes were so awful that the pioneering female doctors 
of the time started to notice a few side effects of Victorian 
fashion—among them, corset-induced “displaced or pro-

2 Nature’s Housekeepers, p. 98

3 New York: Basic Books, Inc, 1980, p. 24.
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lapsed uterus, atrophy of abdominal muscles, damage to 
the liver, displacement of the stomach and intestines, and 
constriction of the chest and ribs.” 4

In this absurd climate, the woods became a kind of car-
nival realm for women, a place where the normal rules of 
living did not apply, and daring women could be seen wear-
ing “bloomers,” that mid-nineteenth-century innovation 
that looks goofy now but represented, at the time, libera-
tion of movement. On the one hand, camping adventures 
gave them freedom from those corsets and other restrictive 
clothing they wore in their day-to-day lives. They were en-
couraged to hunt and fish and even bag high peaks in the 
late nineteenth century. On the other hand, when the peril-
ous day was over, they were expected to fall back uncom-
plainingly into the role of helpmeet, housewife, and camp 
cook. Even the landscape around them was broken up into 
boy-girl classifications. Mountains in the Victorian era were 
considered male and robust. Lakes were female and nurtur-
ing. Water bodies were passive and reflective. The names of 
these landmarks reflected this. Exceptions to the rule were 
often sexualized—for instance, the “Grand Teton.”

These restrictions did not stop a growing number of 
remarkable women from finding their way into the forest 
anyway. Some of them took pains to deflect criticism by 
characterizing their camp-outs as respectable “botaniz-
ing” expeditions, or created some other alibi that would 
stop men from scolding them. More than a century before 
Cheryl Strayed wrote about her encounters with strangers 
along the Pacific Crest Trail, including a run-in with a 
sexually menacing hunter, newspapers all across America 
wrote about the incredible camping and long-distance hik-
ing exploits of Helga Estby, who lit out on May 5, 1896, 
from Spokane, Washington on a walking journey across 
America. She and her teenage daughter, Clara, planned 
to walk 3,500 miles to New York City on the promise of a 
cash reward; a sponsor put up $10,000 and said the money 
was theirs to claim if they made it to Manhattan. The jour-
ney was an adrenaline rush for Estby, especially when she 
slept out in the Red Desert, thrilling to the sound of the 

4 Bold Spirit : Helga Estby’s Forgotten Walk across Victorian America 
by Linda Lawrence Hunt, referring to M. Knauff, the move toward 
rational dress

wind and narrowly escaping from a gray mountain lion “as 
big as a man” that followed them for twelve miles. “Being 
acquainted with the animal’s traits, we knew they never 
attacked from behind and never except by running and 
springing upon a victim,” explained Helga to a reporter.5 
Men were much worse than any panther; at one point she 
cocked a firearm at a brigand, and attacked another one 
with bug powder.

She cloaked this reckless adventure with a practical 
purpose and personal mission: she claimed she was going 
to use that money to save the family farm. But Estby’s trip 
ended poorly for her. A sponsor cheated her out of a prom-
ised cash award. She had to scramble for funds just to get 
back home. By the time she got back, two of her children 
had died of diphtheria.

At the end of Wild, the healing process begins in ear-
nest for Cheryl Strayed, who even meets the love of her life 
close to the end of the journey. The end of the trail was 
much different for Estby, who faced public shaming and 
sour faces, not celebration, when she arrived in her home-
town. There was a prevailing sense that she was responsible 
for the tragedy that awaited her, a sense that her journey 
was flippant and self-destructive. She won no points for 
heroism—and received no meaningful posthumous rec-
ognition until her rediscovery in the early 2000s.

Estby, unlike Strayed, did not have a chance to tell her 
own story in detail—the job was left to mostly male news-
paper scribes—but some camping women have left vivid 
recollections of their journeys into the unknown. One of 
the best of these is by Kathryn Hulme. Her wonderfully 
written 1928 outdoor memoir, How’s the Road?, reflects the 
newfound freedom women found in the outdoors because 
of the invention and newfound mass popularity of the au-
tomobile. Suddenly women did not necessarily have to tag 
along on a macho camp-out in the White Mountains’ or 
the Adirondacks’ high peaks to get their taste of the wild 
(and scrub someone else’s dishes); now, their wheezing 
metal contraptions could get them out to the edge of the 
wilderness unaccompanied. “Women even went on trips 
with other women, the car offering a freedom not neces-

5 Bold Spirit: Helga Estby’s Forgotten Walk Across Victorian America, 
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sarily available in non-motoring society,” Robert Sullivan 
writes in his book Cross Country.

Granted, Hulme wasn’t backcountry hiking like Cher-
yl Strayed, but one could argue that her auto-camping jour-
ney was a small step in the direction of a twenty-first-cen-
tury woman’s solo hike. The author revels in the freedom 
of the outdoors. Like Thelma and Louise, Hulme and her 
girlfriend, Tuny, were bold, independent, on the lam from 
boredom, and fated to run into many of the same problems 
that bedeviled Susan Sarandon and Geena Davis: the end-
less come-ons of confidence men—most of them not so 
good-looking as Brad Pitt—hints of sexual menace, and 
constant unwanted offers of help. You can’t blame them 
for hiding firearms in their purses. She and her companion 
had access to places usually reserved for men—garages 
and stables, for instance—and they got to do things that 
women did not normally do. They camped out on an open 
prairie where two cowboys teased them for the tiny pistol 
they brought to protect themselves against varmints and as-
sailants. In Choteau, Montana, a blacksmith invited them 
to watch him work in his forge. The moment is erotically 
charged; in a modest way, this is a sex scene without any 
actual sex. “He found a rod,” Hulme reported, “scanned 
it critically, seeming to see through its rusty stiffness, the 
curving bracket he could make of it. Then he thrust it in 
the live coals of his forge. He pumped the bellows and a 
spurt of red sparks shot up the chimney. And while the rod 
heated, he led us around his shop, exhibiting specimens of 
his wrought-iron workmanship.”

Hulme’s book is compromised every so often by the 
author’s social snobbery, but it contains moments of fear, 
sexual menace (and titillation), and camaraderie that re-
minded me time and again of Wild. What puzzles me is 
the fact that Hulme, who went on to become a bestselling 
fiction author in 1956 with her novel called The Nun’s 
Story, which was made into an award-winning movie with 
Audrey Hepburn, either could not succeed in having the 
camping memoir published or didn’t even try to get it 
out into the wider world. It was privately printed. Only a 
few copies exist today; to get my hands on it, I had to go 
through Interlibrary Loan and read it in the Special Col-
lections room at UC Santa Cruz. It just makes me wonder 
why she chose to deprive American readers of her voice. 
Why did she feel the time was not right to tell her story 

to a larger audience? Nevertheless, we can thank her for 
her candor now; the book has a cheeky revelatory quality 
that Hulme might have suppressed had she known the 
book was meant for mass consumption. If only Hulme 
had been born six or seven decades later, she might have 
had some chance at the big time. Maybe she’d be headlin-
ing awp conferences now. Maybe Michelle Dockery and 
Laura Carmichael from Downton Abbey would line up to 
play Kathryn and Tuny.

But perhaps the fame and notoriety of these books is 
not, ultimately, the point; the fact is these women -- in spite 
of all the discouragement and double-standards, and even 
without the promise of an audience, or the assurance that 
their words would make their way in the world at all, still 
took it upon themselves to climb mountains, hike on their 
own, and camp with other women. 

In doing so, they claimed a piece of the wild for 
themselves.

Dan White’s second nonfiction book, Soaked to the Bone, 

which he describes as “an embodied history of American 

camping,’’ is set to be published in 2016 by Henry Holt & Co. 

His first book, The Cactus Eaters, (HarperCollins) was an indie 

bookstore bestseller and a Los Angeles Times “Discovery” 

selection. He was a Steinbeck Fellow at San Jose State 

University in 2007–8.
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FRANK PAINO

Centralia  
Mine Fire

(Centralia, PA, 1962–Present)

Gloaming. Late spring, 1962.
In the slanting light,
slow veils of steam swirl
above Centralia’s
municipal trash pit
where volunteer firemen
set aside their hoses
and head home, content
the blaze they set
has been quelled—that,
come Memorial Day,
any breeze that drifts
downwind
through the cemetery
veteran’s plot will
bear only the scent of
honeysuckle-laden fences
when flags are flown—
when wreaths are laid.

They do not know,
beneath the puddled ground,
something small as a
pie tin shelters a fistful
of embers that grow
brighter as they slip
down the open throat of
a forgotten coal mine
whose tunnels lie
under all that’s been
discarded.

Soon—
where there was only
darkness
along rusted rails and
coal bins, there will come
a sudden shock of light.

Soon—
the earth, once wasted
and left for dead,
will wick into infernal life,
turning serpentine roots
of mountain laurel
and huckleberry to ash
before it rises
along Locust Avenue
in great blooms
of smoke and sulfur gas,
an insatiable thing
that will thrive below
ground—
that will give no
quarter to the onslaught
of sand and water
one hundred men will
pump into its boiling belly.
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Soon—
the night horizon
will throb with the
slow pulse of radiant
sandstone, licks of blue
flame that will break
the black spine of
Route 61
while just beyond
the graveyard fence
young boys laugh
and dare each other
to leap over
the glowing gaps
between the tombstones.

Patient. Unhurried,
the fire will creep under
trenches meant to force it
to choke on its own
dark breath.
It will swallow air
through mineshafts
and subsidence.
It will push the citizens
of Centralia to despair
and reluctant exodus
to Mount Carmel,
Ashland, and Numidia.

In fifty years
and nowhere near
its half-life,
400 charred acres,
a city in ruins, will be
its legacy.
And still it will want
more. Voracious,
well fed on deep seams
of anthracite, it will
refuse to let go or
to forgive the ones
who brought it to life
in a place once used
and then forgotten.
The earth will hold
its smoldering grudge
for centuries.

Frank Paino’s poem, “The Drowned Church of Potosí, 

Venezuela,” was recently selected by Crab Orchard Review 

as a finalist for the 2014 Richard Peterson Poetry Prize. His 

poem “Dead Hummingbird” was chosen by D.A. Powell as the 

third-place winner in North American Review’s 2015 James 

Hearst Poetry Prize competition. He also has work upcoming 

in World Literature Today.
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JOE MENO

War on Terror

On September 11th, 2012, a group of armed men 
stormed the American embassy in Benghazi   
and killed four people, including a U.S. ambas-

sador. Sam got a call from a friend an hour after it hap-
pened, and watched it all unfold on cable tv in the near-
empty break room. It was around seven at night. She flipped 
from channel to channel, searching for any familiar faces. 
She had done five years in the Peace Corps, and then two in 
the Foreign Service Office of the U.S. Department of State. 
When she was certain no one she knew had been hurt, she 
strode out of the break room, turned off her computer, and 
grabbed her purse. It felt like, at any moment, something 
terrible could happen; at any moment, something could 
go seriously wrong.

She waited for the elevator, and when it arrived, felt 
spooked seeing it so empty. The elevator was always empty 
now that the entire photography staff had been laid off.

Same with the parking lot. She hustled through the 
deserted lot over to her car—a badly used Honda, its cata-
lytic converter and muffler hanging from the chassis by 
baling wire—fumbled for her keys, and then looked up. 
On her windshield was another note, placed beneath the 
driver’s-side wiper blade, the ink bright pink: “You’re Dead, 
Bitch.” She crumpled up the note, unlocked her car, and 
threw the piece of paper in the glove compartment along 
with the other balled-up threats.

She had been a reporter for six years, first at The Plain 
Dealer in Cleveland, then back in Chicago at the Daily 
Southtown; then she’d landed a poorly paid entertainment-
and-culture staff position at the Sun-Times a year ago just 
as several other newspapers around the country had begun 
to fold. About her were all the obvious signs of a major 
print medium, an entire civilization, in decline. But she 
was forty-one, too old to jump the track again.

Before she made it home, she got a text from her younger 
sister. Help, was all it said. She punched the vinyl steering 
wheel, turned left from the wrong lane, and ended up at 
her sister’s place, a tiny one-bedroom apartment on the 
city’s far southwest side.

Krista was in the bathroom, vomiting. Her son, Brody—six 
years old—was watching tv on the couch. The kitchen table was 
filled with prescription bottles, some of them open, some turned 
upside down—Krista’s unorthodox way of remembering which 
medicines she had already taken. She had been in remission for 
two years from breast cancer, but recently her oncologist had 
discovered a malignancy in the other breast. There was now a 
possibility that some of it had spread to her liver and lungs. She 
had begun chemotherapy three weeks ago. She was going to have 
to get another port put in. Now everything was going too fast.

Sam kissed Brody on the head, put the lids back on 
the prescription bottles, and then went in to check on her 
sister. Krista was curled up beside the toilet bowl, head 
on the floor. She looked pretty, even in her red pet store 
uniform. Her teeth were yellow from chain-smoking, her 
hair white-blonde with its dark roots showing, the ends 
brittle and matted from the chemo and from dyeing it so 
often. There was a round photo-button on her uniform 
vest lapel, a picture of her son. She lifted her head and 
gave a false smile.

“Hey, kiddo,” Sam said, kneeling beside her.
“I left some of the bottles open,” she murmured.
“I got ’em.”
Krista nodded. Sam ran some warm water, folded up a 

dirty washrag, soaked it, and pressed it against Krista’s head.
“Where were you?” Krista asked. “I texted you like five 

times.”
“Nowhere. They killed some people in Libya.” She 

scratched her nose. “Do you want to get up from there?”
“No. Will you get Brody into bed?”
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Sam nodded, quietly stepped out, and closed the bath-
room door. Brody was already asleep on the couch, still in 
his school clothes. Sam got an arm under his head and 
carried him to his bed. Then she sat down on the couch, 
searched for the remote, and put on the news.

Sam always told everyone she and Krista were best friends, 
but the truth was they were sisters, and not even close ones 
at that. Samantha also told people they had invented their 
own language when they were kids—just like twins—but 
it was Sam’s language, words she had made up, chosen, 
imagined. No one understood what they were saying ex-
cept for Sam. In the backyard, up in the limbs of the pink 
dogwood, they spoke in this tongue, appearing like two dis-
placed refugee children, Krista doing her best to play along.

“exo moxo rexo. exo moxo kexo,” Sam said.
“exo moxo rexo. exo moxo kexo,” Krista repeated. In this 

way, Sam tried to put her sister under a spell, but it never 
seemed to work.

Sam was two years older, but always felt like the younger 
one. She had been shy as a child, distracted, forced to 
wear a bandage all during first grade to correct astigma-
tism in her left eye. She had a startlingly thin face and 
light blonde hair. After she fell out of the dogwood tree 
and broke her left leg when she was eight, she was given 
over to long spells of moodiness. Once the bone healed, 
Sam pushed herself to run on it as hard as she could until 
it was stronger than it was before. She was a born doubt-
er and also an atheist. This had made her an important 
asset in the Foreign Service Office, though it lent even 
her most benign newspaper stories an unmitigated air  
of tragedy.

Krista had a slightly upturned nose and a chipped front 
tooth. Everything else about her was unfairly attractive. 
She wore her blonde hair short, had big blue eyes, and 
was graced with a spectacular pair of dimples. Her fin-
gernails were constantly dirty. She moved through the 
world as if there were nothing to be afraid of, as if blunt 
corners, sharp edges, lead poisoning did not exist. She 
had broken an arm, cracked two teeth, and been bitten by 
a neighborhood dog, all by the age of three. She had not 
gone to college. Instead she had stolen several thousand 

dollars from their parents, using their credit cards. She 
had had a series of bad boyfriends, including one who was 
married and another who died in a motorcycle crash. She 
dropped out of high school when she was eighteen, moved 
in with a guy who worked at a video store, and was mar-
ried by the end of the year. Now thirty-eight, she had been  
divorced, had a child, had cancer twice, and settled into 
a dead-end job at a chain pet store because of its decent  
health benefits.

Sam slept on her sister’s couch, woke at six a.m., helped 
get Brody fed and dressed, and then offered to drop him 
off at school. She waved goodbye to Krista, who sat on the 
toilet in her red pet store vest and underwear, smoking. It 
was no longer any secret that she had begun smoking again.

Sam got back to her place in Bucktown, showered, changed 
her clothes, checked her e-mail. There were two messages 
from her editor about some new tell-all book from one 
of President Clinton’s secret girlfriends, and one message 
from Tim. Hello, it said. See you at 2. She read it, smiled, 
deleted it, then decided to change her dress again.

Tim Morton was fifty-four, was separated from his wife, 
and had two adult children, both at private colleges. He 
had been the newsroom manager at the Sun-Times for the 
last twelve years. He had won a Pulitzer for a series of sto-
ries about gun violence when he was a fresh-faced reporter 
some twenty years before. Now he was seen as something 
of a lion among the staff. Gray hair, strong chin, gruff 
demeanor. When he asked her out for a drink, she felt an 
embarrassing, immediate schoolgirl thrill.

They met at the Old Town Ale House, had two rounds, 
then walked the few blocks to a condo Tim was subletting 
from a racquet-ball buddy. They had sex in a nice, neat, 
orderly fashion. Afterwards, they lay in bed, Sam pressing 
her head upon his hairy chest.

“Did you hear about Benghazi?” she asked. “What the 
heck’s going on over there?”

“Some right-wing Christian nut job made a movie and 
then it went viral and all these poor Muslims overseas saw 
it and … unintended consequences, I guess. Or not so 
unintended.”
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“That’s awful,” she said. “Sometimes I wonder if the 
world was always this bad, if there were always so many 
bad things happening all at the same time.”

“It’s always been like this,” Tim said, putting a hand 
on the back of her head. “What’s different is now we see 
and hear everything.”

Sam nodded, wondered if what he’d said were true, 
then set her head back down. There was a sense that, even 
while listening to Tim’s breath, at any moment someone 
she knew was probably in danger. When would she, when 
would someone she loved, be blown up?

A half-hour later, as she was putting on her bra, she got a 
text from her sister: sos.

She sighed, kissed Tim on his bald spot—which had 
become their signature parting gesture—and then drove 
the half-hour back out to Oak Lawn. Krista was on the 
shabby gray couch, stubbing out a cigarette while lighting 
up another.

“What? Did your doctor call? Is it bad?”
“I  just figured out they cancelled One Life to Live. 

What the fuck am I supposed to live for now?”
Sam sighed, took a seat on the couch, and then took a 

drag from her sister’s cigarette.

When Sam was ten, she got chicken pox from a boy named 
Danny Dwyer at school. Their father and mother, both 
thoughtful orthodontists, put Krista in Sam’s bed, hoping 
to get the irritating episode over with in one fell swoop. 
The girls erected a tent out of sheets and applied calamine 
lotion to each other’s bumpy legs. At night, Krista slept 
on her stomach, Sam on her side. For five days, it was the 
closest the two siblings had ever been, would ever be. Sam 
often thought about those few nights, their limbs smelling 
of calamine, Sam telling make-believe stories, the unfamil-
iar though comforting rise and fall of this stranger’s milky 
breath beside her neck. After that week, however, any time 
Sam thought of her sister, she tended to think of her as her 
burden, her enemy.

She was late filing a story about celebrity baby names. 
She fudged it, googled some familiar-sounding article in 
Cosmo, paraphrased it, then e-mailed it with a lengthy 
apology, saying she had had a family emergency. Her edi-

tor called a few seconds after she sent it. Sam picked up 
her cell and Cassie asked, “Don’t you know people in the 
State Department?”

“I dunno. Like one maybe.”
“Didn’t you work there?”
“For two years. I was a nobody. I didn’t even have a title.”
“For two years?”
“My boss got replaced by the incoming administration. 

I was a glorified secretary. Not even glorified, really. Barely 
even an assistant.”

“This thing in Benghazi is really lighting up. Do you 
want to put a call in and see if you can get somebody to 
talk to you off the record?”

“Wait a minute. This sounds like real news.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be a real reporter?”
“I don’t know. Am I?”
“Jerry Paulson’s supposed to be writing copy on this, but 

he hasn’t had a contact in the State Department since Ken-
nedy was shot. This could be a big break for you. Some-
thing like this could get picked up by A.P. if you do it right.”

“Okay. Let me make a call.”
Sam hung up the phone, searched through her sent 

e-mails, and found a birthday message to her old friend, 
Anna Chu, from a year before. Anna still worked in the 
department. Sam and Anna had started around the same 
time. Anna had gone to Harvard, had been more ambi-
tious, much more organized. She had given up on any kind 
of social life. Ten years later, Sam was a reporter turning 
out plagiarized celebrity gossip and Anna was a senior-level 
government official. Sam wrote a quick, informal e-mail, 
sent it to Anna, then immediately checked her inbox again. 
It had gone through.

Later, Tim texted her, asking if she wanted to meet up 
for drinks. It seemed like all she ever did with him was 
drink and have sex. How about an actual date? But who 
had the time or mental energy for such an extravagance? 
She checked her watch, saw she had to pick up Krista for 
chemotherapy in a few hours, did the math, texted back. 
Maybe tomorrow, she said.

When she got to Krista’s place, she found the front door un-
locked, the radio blaring something from Journey’s Great-
est Hits. She quietly stepped inside and surveyed the room. 
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There was a pair of men’s jeans on the floor, and nesting 
inside one of the legs, some crumpled-up white boxers. 
Sam prodded them with her shoe and looked toward the 
closed bedroom door.

“K?”
The only bedroom in the apartment was Brody’s, one 

of the few signs of normality, but Sam knew her sister 
sometimes used it to entertain men while he was at school.

“Krista?”
Krista opened the bedroom door, looking flushed. She 

had on a worn-out blue sweater. No underwear. Her chest 
and face were irritated with small red bumps from some-
one’s unshaven face.

“Sorry. We got … give me a minute.” She walked over, 
lit a cigarette, picked up the man’s pants, and then crept 
back into the room. Sam slumped onto the couch and 
turned on the news. The president was giving a press con-
ference about the attack in Benghazi. He looked worried, 
and this president never looked worried.

Two or three minutes later, a man with dark shaggy 
hair and a patchy beard stumbled out. He nodded at Sam 
and glanced back at the bedroom, deciding if he should 
say something, paused, then headed out. Sam watched 
him struggle to get one of his shoes on as he closed the 
apartment door. Krista suddenly appeared in her red pet 
store uniform.

“Is that what you’re wearing to chemotherapy?” Sam 
asked.

“It’s the only thing I have that’s relatively clean.” She 
blew out a mouthful of smoke.

Sam pursed her lips. “I thought you had cancer.”
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
“I dunno.” She paused, glanced back up. “Who was 

that guy?” she asked.
“Who, Brad? I met him on the internet. Why, what’s 

wrong with him?”
Sam thought it would hurt more if she didn’t answer. 

So she said, “Aren’t you going to be late?”
“They can kiss my ass. They’re lucky I come at all.”
“It’s chemotherapy. They’re helping you.”
“Sure, by putting poison in my body.”
“Wait a minute. Aren’t you going to put on a bra?”
“Aren’t you?” Krista asked, though this made absolutely 

no sense. “Let me look for it. That idiot must have flung it 

somewhere.” Sam knew then that it was better not to argue, 
and decided to wait for her sister in the car.

When Sam was twelve, she discovered her first armpit hair. 
By then, Krista had already been in a training bra for a full 
year. Krista had also begun to shave her legs, explicitly 
ignoring their mother’s wishes. That same year, a man ap-
proached the girls on the street as they walked home from 
school. He wore a dirty red windbreaker and tan pants. He 
began to talk to them before they realized his zipper was 
undone, his male member fully exposed. Sam grabbed 
her younger sister by the arm, but Krista did not seem 
worried. She did not pause or look away. “Krista,” Sam 
said, pulling on her sister’s sweater. “Krista.” Finally, Sam 
had to drag her away. Two blocks away, when they were 
out of danger, Sam asked her what she was thinking. But 
Krista only laughed. 

“Hip-fucking-hooray,” Krista muttered, her face look-
ing swollen and sallow.

Sam sat in the oncology ward waiting room, thumbing 
through the e-mails on her phone. A message popped up 
from Anna Chu. Sam glanced around the waiting room 
and smiled. She opened it and saw: Now’s not a good time.

She squinted, bit on her fingernail, and wrote back, 
Just give me two minutes. Please, then hit send. She waited 
again for a response. There was none. About twenty min-
utes later a nurse rolled Krista out in a wheelchair.

“She’s all done,” the nurse said, smiling.

She drove Krista home, waited for Brody to get back 
from school, prepared him a dinner of cold cereal, then 
swung by the Sun-Times. Tim was at his desk in the bull-
pen, squinting at an Oxford English Dictionary. “I can’t 
find the word ‘vituperative.’ When did it stop being a 
word? See, this, this is the problem with the world.” He 
glanced up and smiled at Sam, then tried to straighten 
his thinning hair. “Let me guess. Couldn’t stop thinking  
about me?”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Are you still following this 
Benghazi thing?”

“Angry mob storms an embassy. Where’s the story?”
“Cassie called and asked if I had a contact in the State 

Department.”
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Tim’s eyebrows went up. “Do you?”
“I do.”
For a moment, Tim seemed soundly impressed. “I had 

no idea. So what’s the problem?”
“The problem is, this is a big opportunity, and I’ve 

never covered this kind of story before, and I need to know 
how not to blow it.”

Tim grinned pompously. “I want you to know how 
attracted I am to you right now. Coming here, asking to 
partake of my wisdom.”

“I want you to know I’m going to walk away in five 
seconds if you keep talking like that.”

Tim leaned back, grinning wider. “Just tell her it’s all 
off the record. Tell her you just need some background. 
Then ask her what she thinks happened. Ask her to tell 
you what she thinks people ought to know.”

“That’s it?”
“That’s it, Brenda Starr.”
“Who the hell’s Brenda Starr?” Sam asked.
“You don’t know Brenda Starr? Jesus. How about Lois 

Lane?”
“Who? Superman’s girlfriend?”
“She’s a reporter. Brenda Starr’s a reporter. These wo-

men should be your role models. Jesus. This is why the 
news is junk. No one cares about context anymore.”

“Morton, you mean no one cares about old-people 
humor.”

“Nice. Ask me for advice and then insult me.”
“I’m sorry.” Sam glanced around and then quickly 

kissed Tim on the forehead before hurrying out.
In the parking lot, there was a new note on her car’s 

windshield, beneath the arm of the windshield wiper. “Cum 
dumpster.” Sam stared at it and shook her head. “Yikes,” 
she said. “That’s a new one.” She crumpled it up, opened 
the car door, then flung the balled-up paper to the floor.

She ate at a fast-food drive-through on Division, swung by 
her place, picked up some new clothes, then drove back 
out to her sister’s. It was just past ten p.m. when she pulled 
into the lot.

Krista was on the couch, a white plastic garbage bag 
beside her head. Brody was sitting beside her. They were 
watching some cartoon where all sorts of things were 
exploding.

“Hi,” Sam said. “How is everyone?”
“Shitty,” Krista groaned. “Where have you been? I vom-

ited all over the rug.”
“She vomited on me, too,” Brody said with a grin. “On 

my shoe.”
“I thought you said you were going to help me with 

this,” Krista whimpered.
“I am. I am. But I have a job. I have to work. I have some 

things of my own I have to do sometimes.” She looked at 
Brody. “Brody, honey, can I talk to your mom for a minute?”

Krista frowned. “He can stay. He isn’t a child.”
“He’s six. He is literally a child.”
“I don’t mind,” Brody said. “I can watch tv in my room.”
“Thanks, pal,” Sam said, and watched him drag his 

blanket into his bedroom. She took a seat beside her sister 
and then began rubbing her hair. “I’m doing the best I can 
with this. If you feel like you need more help, maybe we 
need to hire somebody.”

“Hire somebody? Are you fucking crazy? What am I go-
ing to pay her with? Coupons for pet food?”

“I don’t know. I just … I can’t do everything. I have a job, 
I have my own life. I’m here as much as I can possibly be.”

“Please don’t stop rubbing my hair,” Krista whispered. 
Her eyelids began to droop. She was no longer listening. 
Sam ran her fingers back and forth along her sister’s scalp. 
The hair there was frail, wispy. It had begun to fall out 
again. Sam frowned, studied a strand, looked down at her 
sister’s pinkish scalp, then turned off the tv.

At the age of thirteen, Sam had often wondered if maybe 
she was a lesbian. Or maybe a little bit in love with her 
younger sister. Which was crazy, absolutely nuts. What 
sane person would think a thing like that? Maybe she 
was bipolar. Or maybe just a boy trapped in a woman’s 
body. Her face had become lean and long, just like their 
father’s, her eyes a shrewd, unattractive shade of brown, 
her lips virtually nonexistent. For some reason, she was 
always aware of the wideness of her too-bony shoulders, 
especially when she walked into rooms. She had grown 
up to be a little too masculine, a little too strong. Krista, 
on the other hand—wow, the way boys stared at Krista as 
they climbed the steps to school, the way her legs looked in 
the same hand-me-down pair of jeans, Krista’s lips, Krista’s 
eyes, Krista’s hair, even the way she grinned goofily across 
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the table at dinner when she was eating, everything always 
seemed so effortless, so pleasing.

But now there was a hardness in her sister’s face, deep 
lines around her mouth and eyes. Sam glanced down 
and watched her sister sleep, and tried not to think of the  
future.

In the morning she fed her nephew, helped Krista 
into Brody’s bed, put the tv on for her in his room, then 
dropped Brody off at school. She checked her e-mail, then 
again ten minutes later. There was no new message from 
Anna Chu. There were two voice mails from Cassie, her 
editor, asking if she had had any luck. Sam sent her an 
e-mail, lying outright, saying she’d have something soon, 
then looked up and nearly crashed into a school bus. She 
promised herself for the one millionth time she would not 
look at her phone while she was driving, but checked her 
e-mail twice again before she was back home.

She worked out at the crummy half-price gym by her house, 
took a shower, checked her e-mail, sent Anna Chu another 
message. This one got immediately bounced back with a 
note saying Anna was out of the office. Sam chewed on 
the fingernail of her right thumb and paced the apartment. 
She began to fool around putting together an unfinished 
bookshelf. The instructions were all in Swedish. A few 
minutes later, her phone buzzed, giving her an out. It was 
a text from Tim, asking if she wanted to meet. She glanced 
over at the bookshelf, then down at the phone, and then 
texted back and said, Okay.

They met at the Old Town Ale House again. As they were 
finishing their first round, Sam announced, “I think I’m 
going to need you to start wooing me.”

Tim’s eyebrows fell sharply. “How’s that?”
“I think I’m going to need you to woo me a little more.”
Tim took a sip of his beer and frowned. “Ha. I think 

you got me confused with someone else.”
“What? I’m serious. Come on. Look around, Morton. 

I’m a catch.”
“How old are you?”
“Thirty-eight.”
“How old?”
“Forty-one.”

“Do you, in your right mind, think anyone, anyone 
who’s forty-one, is still a catch?”

Sam frowned. “Come on. I’m okay-looking, I’m 
healthy, I have relatively few scars, no kids, a decent job. 
I feel like you ought to like me more than you do.”

Tim finished his beer in one long gulp. “Is this going 
to be a long talk? Because if this is going to be a long talk, 
I’m going to order another drink.”

“Just say something nice, and if I like it, I’ll go back to 
your place and then we can have sex.”

Tim studied Sam’s face, then looked down at his shoes 
as if the answer were somehow written down there, then 
glanced back up. “You always smell good. I think that’s a 
very considerate quality.”

Sam squinted. “That’s the best you got?”
“Come on. It’s short notice. It used to take me months 

to come up with things to write in my wife’s birthday cards. 
Seriously. I used to go through like nine or ten drafts. At 
the end, the best I could come up with were things like, 
‘You have legible handwriting.’”

Sam frowned, raised her hand to the barman and said, 
“Check, please.”

She walked out into the night feeling like she would 
always be alone. Later Tim texted and called her but she 
was pretending to be dead, lying on the floor of her apart-
ment, the unfinished bookshelf in the corner—its shadow 
looked like the oblong, awkward shape of her heart.

The next day she went to pick up Krista for chemo. When 
she opened the front door, she found the apartment filled 
with marijuana smoke. Krista was inhaling deeply from 
a joint, sitting beside Brad, neither of them wearing 
pants. She offered the joint to Sam, was rebuffed, then 
passed it back to Brad, who was watching a tv show about  
alligators.

“We’re late,” Sam said. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
She propped open the door and began to try to clear the 
air by waving her arms around like a lunatic. “I don’t think 
you’re supposed to get high right before you get chemo.”

“What the fuck does it matter?” Krista asked. “I’ve got 
fucking cancer. Can’t I at least feel good about it?”

“You’re entitled to feel good about it,” Brad said.
Sam turned and glared. “If you don’t mind, my sister 

has a chemotherapy appointment,” she said.
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“I don’t mind,” he said with a dopey smile.
“Great. Brad doesn’t mind,” Sam said, rolling her eyes. 

“Can we please go?”
“You’re always in such a rush,” Krista said with a frown. 

“Fucking take the time to smell the roses. You’re not the 
one dying.”

Sam became palsied with rage. Finally she turned 
to her sister and muttered, “Get the fuck up and get 
downstairs.”

“Be cool,” Brad said, looking up from the tv.
“Listen, dipshit,” Sam said, pointing a finger in his face. 

“I don’t know what carnival dropped you off in town, but 
this moron over here is fucking sick. She’s sick and she’s 
apparently too selfish to worry about taking care of herself. 
So now it’s my fucking problem.” She turned back to her 
sister. “Get up and come on.”

Krista sighed like the emotional teenager she was, and 
stood. “I’ve got to go,” she whispered to Brad.

“It’s cool.”
“Do you want to hang out here?” Krista offered. “We’ll 

be back in a couple of hours.”
“Sure,” he said, smiling, putting his feet up. Sam direc-

ted a deathly glare in his direction, and then gave her sister 
a shove toward the door.

“Stop touching me,” Krista shouted.
“Then start walking.”
Krista pulled on a pink leather coat with fringe and 

shuffled out as slowly as she could.

In the car, there was a painful silence. Sam could hear the 
rusty catalytic converter rattle over each bump. Finally 
Krista turned from the passenger-side window and said, 

“You think you’re so fucking smart. You think because you 
live on the North Side and work at a fucking newspaper 
that you’re some kind of fucking genius.”

“I never said… ”
“I know what you said. But I don’t need your help any-

more. I’ll do it myself.”
“Really?” Sam asked.
“Really.”
“Great,” Sam muttered.
“Great.”
Sam pulled into the hospital, left the car running, 

threw the car into Park, walked around the front end, and 

then tore open the passenger-side door. “Go ahead then. 
Get out. Go do it yourself.”

Krista looked up at her sister, her eyes filling with tears. 
She was too proud to break, to apologize, just then. She 
climbed out of the car and took off toward the hospital 
entrance on unsteady gold high heels, tripping twice.

When Sam was fifteen and Krista thirteen, they both 
fell in love with the same boy. The boy’s name was Mark 
Pearson. He was seventeen, and had moved with his par-
ents into the ranch-style house across the street. He wore 
his brown hair long, went to the public high school, and 
preferred to mow his parents’ front lawn with his shirt 
off. He spent a lot of time in the garage, trying to play 
metal guitar and smoking marijuana. Over and over that 
spring, they heard his weak attempts at “You Really Got 
Me” echoing up to where they watched from Sam’s win-
dow. Mark Pearson had given himself a tattoo on his left 
upper arm that said, “Disgrace.” Whenever the sound of 
a lawn mower fouled the air, the girls would line up in 
Sam’s window and stare, as, by luck, Sam’s window had the  
better view.

Sam knew she was in love the first time he waved to 
her and brushed the hair back that had fallen in his eyes. 
Once, watching from the window, they saw him stop the 
lawn mower, lean over, and rescue three baby birds from a 
nest that had fallen from a tree. The way he carefully lifted 
each frail, pink animal from the lawn, gently placed it back 
in the nest, then stupidly stood atop the mower and put 
the nest back in the tree, gave Sam a jolt inside her chest 
and behind her knees.

Almost immediately, the girls realized they would have 
to destroy each other in order to get what they wanted. 
Apparently Krista had no problem with this. She invited 
herself over to Mark’s one afternoon while he was cutting 
the lawn, and talked with him as if they were old friends. 
She sat on his front steps only inches away, smiling, lean-
ing her head back, laughing. Sam had been busy writing 
Mark Pearson’s name again and again in her math note-
book when she realized what had happened. She peered 
through her window and saw Krista giggling, saw Krista 
grinning, saw Krista touching the tattoo on Mark Pearson’s 
upper arm. Moments later, Krista followed him into the 
cool shadows of Mark Pearson’s unattached garage. Two 
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days later, Krista announced she had lost her virginity. Sam 
felt betrayed and deeply embarrassed, realizing at once 
how cruel life was, how unfair. All of this had taught Sam 
that she was not the kind of person who did well in a cri-
sis. She was a thinker, not a doer. She realized she would 
always, always be unprepared for the worst.

She felt like she needed to be with someone, felt like she 
needed someone to talk to. She texted Tim, called his cell, 
sent him an e-mail. There was no response. She paced her 
apartment, yelled at the slanted bookcase, tried to read 
some poems. On the tv, the Republican presidential can-
didate was asked about Benghazi and smiled smugly. The 
footage showed the ruined embassy, the photos of the dead. 
She shut off the tv and went back to her car.

Tim was at his desk, staring over a pair of cheaters at his 
computer.

“Did you get the big scoop yet, Brenda Starr?”
Sam smiled weakly. “I could really use a drink right 

now.”
Tim glanced down at his watch and frowned. “Sorry, 

some of us have to work. Besides, I thought you wanted 
someone who was going to woo you.”

“All I need is a friend right now.”
Tim stood and placed a hand on her shoulder. “You’re 

going to have to wait until five p.m. to cry on this shoulder. 
If you haven’t noticed, we’re on a deadline around here.”

Sam nodded and slumped down at an empty desk. She 
texted her sister but didn’t get an answer back.

About a half hour later, she received an e-mail from Anna 
Chu. Call me, the e-mail said, and listed a new cell phone 
number. Sam dialed the number, her hands sweating, and 
began pacing about the newsroom.

“Anna?” she asked.
“Sammi?”
“How are you?”
“I’ve been better. It’s a mess out here.”
“What’s happening?”
“Lots of finger-pointing. You still work for the Tribune?”
“The Sun-Times.”
“They actually still have newspapers where you live?” 

Anna asked.

“Funny.”
“You know the only reason I called you back is because 

of what happened in Bolivia.”
“Ha.”
“No, I mean it. We were the only ones who got malaria, 

and you acted like it was nothing. I was never so scared 
in my life. I  tried calling my parents but I couldn’t get 
through, and the nurses acted like they had never seen an 
iv before, and then I looked over at you and thought, I’m 
not going to die. Sammi’s right here.”

“All I did was sing George Michael songs.”
“You and George Michael saved my life.” She took a 

breath. “Listen, this is all off the record, right?”
“Right.” Sam stopped back at the desk and picked up 

a pen.
“I only got like another two minutes here, in between 

meetings,” Anna said. “So what do you want to know?”
“Everybody’s reporting it as an angry mob. Because of 

the video. What do you know?”
“That was no angry mob. They had mortars. Nobody 

brings mortars to a fucking protest. The video, the protests, 
that was all just a cover.”

“Do your guys think it was the Libyans?”
“Maybe. But this was coordinated. If it was the Libyans, 

it was with someone else.”
“Were … Had there been any specific threats?”
“There’s always specific threats. If the cia tried to run 

down every possible…”
“But do you feel like they were ready for an attack? 

Everyone’s talking about the security and…”
“I know people in that embassy. People there are friends 

of mine. We try to do our best and I … I don’t know. How 
can you ever be ready for this kind of thing?”

Sam stopped writing and looked up. The office spun 
around her, the sound of the newsroom fading, other 
peoples’ slight movements falling away. She did not know 
when she had sat down. She glanced down at her notes 
and then up again and suddenly Anna announced, “Listen, 
I better go.”

“I don’t know how to thank you, Anna.”
“Don’t. Because you didn’t hear any of this from me.”
“I promise,” Sam said.
She hung up the phone and found an open computer, 

and then began typing as fast as she could. “An undisclosed 
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source in the State Department suggests…” She looked up 
and tried to think the rest of the line through. In the end, 
everyone was always unprepared for the worst; there was 
nothing you could do. Everything afterward was always a 
form of denial. She nodded and began typing once more. 
Her phone buzzed. She glanced up and saw it was a text 
from Krista. Please, it said. She switched her phone off 
and kept on typing. The phone buzzed again, repeating 
the message. She held it up, stared at the message once 
more, then stood.

She hurried out to the parking lot. As she turned to the 
far row where her car was parked, she caught sight of a 
flash of faint color and movement. Someone in a light pink 
skirt was kneeling beside her car’s back tire. It was one of 
the staffers, some woman whom Sam had met but could 
never remember the name of. She had mousy brown hair 
and large glasses and was roughly Sam’s age. The woman 
looked up, saw Sam approaching, frowned, and then stood, 
adjusting her bifocals shyly. The back tire began to make 
a funny noise. Sam glanced down, saw a small hole, saw 
the silver keys in the woman’s hand, and said, “Jesus. What  
the fuck?”

The woman pointed the keys to the ground. Her face 
twisted into an abject frown. Sam knelt down beside the 
tire, poked her finger into the hole, and asked, “What … 
what the fuck are you doing?”

“I don’t know. I’m … I’m sorry.” The woman sniffled, 
looking at her feet. “I … I’ve been here twelve years. I’ve 
been here twelve years and nobody cares.”

Sam frowned too. “You’re the one with the notes?”
The woman nodded. “I … I was up for a promotion. 

Then they hired you.”
“That was a year ago.”
But the woman only nodded. “You come in here, and 

you’re so thin, and everything’s all manicured, and you 
act like you’re better than everyone else, like people aren’t 
even people.”

Sam’s face went flushed. Partly it was from embar-
rassment; partly it was because she had been called thin. 

“I don’t think I’m better than anyone else. I’m a fucking 
mess right now.” She looked up and then stood, wiping 
her hands on her skirt. “I’m sorry. I have to go. My sister 
is … I’m sorry.”

The woman nodded. Sam glanced in her rearview mir-
ror as she backed up. The woman in the pink skirt gave a 
slight wave. Sam did her best to try and smile.

She drove on the flat out to the southwest side, parked at 
an odd angle in the lot, and hurried up the outdoor apart-
ment stairs. She knocked on the shaky front door, found it 
open, and stepped inside. Krista was on the couch staring 
at the spot where the television should have been. Sam 
glanced over, saw the odd rectangular outline of dust, saw 
the steady, unchanging absence of the television set, and 
frowned. The tv was now gone.

“It was that fucker. Brad,” Krista murmured, eyes red 
from crying. “I know it was him.”

Sam took a deep breath, set down her purse, and took 
a seat beside her sister on the couch. Krista frowned and 
laid her head in her older sister’s lap. Sam smiled softly, 
feeling forgiving, feeling foolish.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I … Things have been hard for 
me, too, and I … I’m sorry.”

“You ought to be,” Krista murmured, closing her eyes.
Sam placed one hand on the top of Krista’s head—felt 

the ridge of her ear, the pulse at her temples, the thin wisps 
of hair—and whispered, like a hypnotist, “You are not a 
complete mess. You are an okay person. Most of this is 
not your fault.”

“I am not a mess. I’m an okay person,” Krista repeated, 
eyes closed, as if in a dream. “Most of this is not my fault.”

Joe Meno is a fiction writer who lives in Chicago. He is the 

winner of the Nelson Algren Literary Award, a Pushcart Prize, 

and the Great Lakes Book Award, and is a finalist for the 

Story Prize. The bestselling author of six novels including 

Hairstyles of the Damned and The Boy Detective Fails, he 

is a professor at Columbia College Chicago in the creative 

writing department. His latest novel, Marvel and a Wonder, 

will be published in September 2015.
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ALEIDA RODRÍGUEZ

Poems from the News

   It is difficult 

      to get the news from poems

  yet men [and women] die miserably every day

   for lack

      of what is found there.

—William Carlos Williams

Marilu Henner 
can remember
every detail of every day of her life.
Scientists are studying this rare
ability identified so far in only twelve people.
Everyone is amazed and envious
but I wouldn’t want to remember
any more than I already do.
Oh, if it were only the head
those memories screened on the walls of.
But remember in Spanish is recordar,
which means to pass again through the heart
the exact inflection of hurtful words,
the violent act, the loss
of innocence.
In fact, I wouldn’t mind
vacating half of what’s been hoarded,
sweeping out some crowded cells
to make cavernous rooms for memorizing poetry
or for recalling every pore and blemish
on my mother’s animated face
for hours, like a favorite film
playing again in my heart.

Aleida Rodríguez, a Cuban-born poet, essayist, and artist, 

was airlifted to the U.S. without her parents during Operation 

Peter Pan. Acted upon by world events, she developed a 

metaphorical take on the news. Following her mother’s pass-

ing, the nightly news yielded messages between the lines—

and the series “Poems from the News” began. Her work 

has received many awards, including an NEA grant, and in 

2014 appeared in Poetry Los Angeles: Reading the Essential 

Poems of the City and Short: An International Anthology of 

Five Centuries of Short-Short Stories, Prose Poems, Brief 

Essays, and Other Short Prose Forms. She lives on historic 

Red Hill, where she writes, edits, and translates.
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TONY HOAGLAND

Real Estate

I don’t trust people who overuse the word extraordinary.
Nor those who tell you how much they adore everything,
as in, “I adore Susan Sarandon,” or “this apple pie,” or
    “the way you wear your hair.”

The branch will break from all that heavy fruit.
The tree will topple under all those promises.
I get lost inside of the exaggerations.

Why pretend? Not all human beings are beautiful.
People killed by bombs are not automatic heroes.
One Tuesday night’s unhappiness
does not make this world a terrible place.

The four-star general on television says,
“Bombing that city was a serious mistake,
but it taught me a lot about myself.”
Perhaps he should give a medal to his therapist.

When I hear how people talk,
I think of those great mansions built along the north 

New Jersey shore
that completely block the view of the ocean from 

ordinary people.
I think of the people who call that investment real estate.

My heroes are the ones who don’t say much.
They don’t hug people they just met.
They don’t sing louder when confused.
They use plain language even when they listen.

Wisdom doesn’t come to every Californian.
Chances are I too will die with difficulty in the dark.

If you want to see a lost civilization, look in the mirror.
If you want to talk about love, why not start
with those marigolds you forgot to water?

Tony Hoagland’s books include What Narcissism Means 

to Me and Donkey Gospel. He teaches at the University of 

Houston. Recently he founded fivepowerspoetry.com, a semi-

nar for high school teachers in the teaching of poetry in the 

classroom. Graywolf Press will publish a new collection of 

his poems in September 2015, called Application for Release 

from the Dream.
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JERRY MARTIEN

The Angels in 
Our Kitchen

The Legacy of  
the Californios

M y mother had a dream.
She tells me about it as soon as I walk in 

the door. She’s on the couch in her blue robe 
and slippers, a tattered paperback in her lap. She must 
have dozed off. She says that in her dream she killed a rat.

I’ve been at a meeting and it’s late. It was sweet of you 
to wait up, I say, heading upstairs. I’m not ready for animal 
dreams, especially if the animal is a rat.

“It was in the kitchen,” she calls up the stairs.

*  *  *

The root metaphor of ecology is housekeeping—where the 
oikos, the hearth, is in that greater dwelling place “out 
there.” The house of nature, with all its rules and relations. 
But the literal meaning also holds true: nature’s house  
begins at the cooking fire, and extends from our common 
everyday choices to the fate of the earth.

Now I’m learning that it also extends inward—to 
psyche and self, those dark chambers behind reason’s 
freshly painted rooms. My mother has lived with me for a 
little over a month, long enough to demonstrate that my 
taking care of an eighty-year-old woman with dementia 
was a really dumb idea. But in another, unforeseen ecol-
ogy—an unexpected dimension of caretaking—I find we’re 
living in a house of spirits. And some of them are animals.

*  *  *

When friends ask my mother where she came from, she 
always says: California. Then they look at me, as if to ask 
what state she thinks she’s in. I would add, “She means 
Southern California.”

But in many ways she’s right. Our climate and life 
forms belong to the Klamath province, part of the Cas-
cadia bioregion of the Pacific Northwest. In cultural and 
historic terms, Mission Solano, two hundred miles south, 
marks the end of her California. On most people’s mental 
map the state ends at the north end of the Golden Gate 
Bridge. We have a hard-core secessionist movement that 
claims we belong with southern Oregon, in a state called 
Jefferson. You see rusty pickups with a snail-eaten bumper 
sticker: US Out of Humboldt County.

In spite of all that, our material life—and our dream 
life—still inhabit my mother’s California. We’ve both had 
some narrow brushes with middle-class success. By going 
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to college, even buying this old fixer-upper, I’ve realized 
some of her own thwarted ambitions. When I dropped out 
of academia, abandoning all that prestige and security, she 
made no secret of her disappointment. But then her own 
choices have been made with far more heart than practical 
judgment, and here she is, along with me.

It’s more than our socioeconomic status that marks 
this regression. In some very tangible ways, our lives are 
repeating the lives of my grandparents. When I first moved 
into this wreck of a house I relocated the kitchen, but it 
wasn’t till my mother arrived a year later that I realized I’d 
re-created the floor plan of their old house in Redlands. As 
if I’d built a stage to relive that story.

*  *  *

From her hypochondriac’s bed my grandmother ruled 
the household, including her youngest daughter, who’d 
moved back home with two children and the stigma of 
divorce. Guadalupe had been against the marriage, and 
referred to my father only as el judeo, the Jew. She missed 
no oppor tunity to remind my mother how right she’d been. 
Her own divorce had been forgotten, my grandfather al-
lowed to return from his errant ways under conditions of 
virtual servitude. His day began early, feeding chickens 
and gathering eggs, making coffee for his daughter before 
work and oatmeal for his grandchildren before day care 
and school, and being ready with a glass of grapefruit juice 
the moment she called out from her bedroom, Porfirio, trae 
me jugo. Sometimes she took the few steps to the cocina to 
make a rice pudding for the kids, or her own favorite, ba-
nanas fried in margarine. On rare occasions she made the 
large paper-thin flour tortillas for which she was famous, 
a difficult task when her hands were gnarled by arthritis.

Porfirio usually supplied the evening meal, his cook-
ing about what you’d expect of a man who’d grown up 
in a gold camp. If it wasn’t beans, eggs, and occasionally 
one of the chickens, he got out the can opener. To this 
day, when I see the label on the can, I taste creamed corn. 
Staples came from a small cupboard and a little icebox, 
augmented by the fish man, the bread man, all the sup-
pliers whose trucks brought goods to the neighborhood.

Porfirio did the day-to-day shopping at a little family 
market around the corner. Sometimes he took my little 
sister along and bought her candy with pennies skimmed 

from what Guadalupe doled out to him, a small compen-
sation for the old woman’s meanness to both of them. He 
often scolded me, and even went after me with the broom, 
but usually I deserved it. Mostly it was because my grand-
mother made it clear that I was her favorite. So they worked 
out their ancient antagonism across the generations.

In the morning, when I ask my mother if she wants cof-
fee, I hear Porfirio calling to his daughter from the kitchen: 
¿Quieres café, mijita? When I bring a cup to her bed I have 
to remind myself which Guadalupe I’m serving. Two war-
ring hosts of angels have come to live with me.

*  *  *

From my grandmother’s darkened bedroom came all the 
spirits of her morbid Catholicism. Hanging on the wall 
near her bed, a grotesque sculpture of Mary holding her 
dead bloody son. Not far from it, in her more beatific mani-
festation, a painting of the Virgen de Guadalupe being 
carried to heaven by fat little children with wings. Once 
a month a priest would visit, hear her confession, and  
absolve her of whatever sins she had managed to commit 
from her bed. The communion wafer made her more kind 
and forgiving for a few days, the entire household a little 
closer to heaven.

I shared my grandfather’s room at the back of the house. 
Every night, in the space between our beds, he knelt on 
the linoleum and said his prayers. I never knew him to 
go near a church or a priest. Spiritually, he belonged to a 
culture that flourished long before he was born and was 
supposed to be over. Geographically, the Californios in-
habited a distant province of Mexico, but spiritually, even 
after the closing of the missions, they were closer to medi-
eval Spain and the remnant cultures of Native California. 
They were already history when Porfirio’s father arrived 
from Spain, but their material culture persisted in inland 
Southern California into the twentieth century, and so did 
their ghosts. I think they were the gods in my grandfather’s 
prayers. And though Guadalupe controlled the household, 
it was Porfirio’s church we all secretly belonged to.

My mother says Porfirio’s father, Joaquin, carried the 
scar of his father’s Spanish sword, a mark of both nobil-
ity and disinheritance, his passport to the California gold 
fields. Porfirio’s life continued this theme of dispossession. 
Though born here, like some of his offspring he would 
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never successfully settle in California. He and his father 
and two brothers prospected along the Yuba River, with 
some success. Later, they struck it rich in Holcomb Valley 
above Big Bear, but then they lost it for reasons that were 
never clear. For a time he drove stage and freight wagons, 
and once told me he’d brought construction materials up 
the mountain for the second dam at Big Bear Lake. He grew 
up in a culture that had more than two hundred words for 
the breeding and qualities of horses. He once mentioned 
that he’d eaten horse meat when hungry. What did it taste 
like, I asked. “Not too bad, not too good,” he said.

The Californios also left us most of our words for the 
region’s landforms. Porfirio carried in his mind a detailed 
map of the upper Santa Ana watershed and the San Ber-
nardino Mountains. Prospecting may have been mostly an 
excuse to explore that country, as my grandmother insisted. 
He had no other calling that I know of. When we shared 
the back bedroom he was the age my mother is now. He 
sipped his coffee from the saucer, ate peas with a knife, and 
belonged to a place that no longer existed, if it ever had.

My mother remembers several of Porfirio’s lost-trea-
sure stories: one with curses and ghosts, another featuring 
the Jew who sold him mining supplies, and another about 
the Yankee with deeds and documents in English. But I’m 
slowly learning that my mother’s habits of confabulation 
began long before her present dementia. The tales could 
be entirely made up, sword and all. There’s some evidence 
that her grandfather came from Sonora, not Spain. And 
Porfirio might have spent less money in saloons, and ought 
to have paid the taxes on that block of downtown San Ber-
nardino they would still own—a loss for which Guadalupe 
never forgave him. But it’s also true that he lived through 
times of intense anti-Hispanic bigotry and injustice, and 
many of his losses were inflicted on him. His grown chil-
dren still teased him about bill collectors, but the sense 
of dispossession in our family was palpable. I don’t know 
why or when my grandmother let him back into her house, 
but part of the deal seemed to be that he turn over his 
monthly old-age check, empty her piss-pot every morning, 
and bring her breakfast in bed.

Mom and I  occasionally get into crazy arguments 
about housekeeping and money, but she seems determined 
not to reenact all of the past, and I can usually stop myself 
if I start to hear the voices that raged in the night when 

I was a kid. I do all the cooking, so our menu isn’t as in-
teresting as it might be, but she’s an appreciative eater and 
cheerfully does the dishes, sweeps the kitchen, scrubs the 
rusting electric stove that came with the house. She even 
cleans the monster green Kelvinator I got from a friend 
who repairs refrigerators. The new kitchen sink, still in its 
temporary plywood counter, is always spotless. “What can 
you do with it?” she says, throwing in the dishrag.

Despite our odd circumstance and the damages of his-
tory, we sit down nearly every night to dinner with some-
thing approaching contentment. She takes excellent care 
of the cat, and often feeds her in the kitchen instead of 
out on the porch.

“Spoiling the old girl?” I tease her. Occasionally she 
gets confused and feeds the cat her granola. I’m only half 
kidding when I say, “I hope you’re not eating the Crave.”

“Oh,” she says. “Don’t be silly.” And then seriously: 
“God, I hope not.”

*  *  *

I sit at my desk for a while, light coming up the stairs from 
the living room where Mom is still reading. The desk is 
half-covered by petitions, meeting notes, all the politics 
that came with this house and property. Out the window 
the sky is clear, half a November moon. Not a peep is com-
ing from the swamp. No night riders tearing up the dunes.

*  *  *

The great struggle of my grandmother’s life was embodied 
in the house she owned in Redlands. It represented a for-
midable effort, and was a rare achievement for a Hispanic 
single mother with four kids. She was supported by a com-
munity network that survived the influx of Anglos, and she 
adapted to the Americans far more readily than Porfirio 
did, but the force that drove her was the old immigrant’s 
hunger for success.

Guadalupe came to California as a child in the late 
1800s, when her family fled Hermosillo to escape an out-
break of yellow fever. One day, as she recalled in her old 
age, her younger sister was playing on the swing, and the 
next day she was dead. Her family emigrated to Arizona, 
then west to San Bernardino where railroads were opening 
the Inland Empire to its first residential land boom.

But the Fimbres family hadn’t radically changed their 
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lives. They were still part of a Spanish-speaking commu-
nity, still on the boundary of the Sonoran bioregion. From 
the state of Sonora to the state of Arizona they followed 
a route traveled for centuries, most recently by hard rock 
miners on their way to the Alta California gold fields. The 
legendary California bandit Joaquin Murrieta was anoth-
er Sonoran driven north by circumstance, preceding my 
grandmother by only a few years. Nevertheless, they were 
considered Mexicans, and all the labels and stereotypes 
applied. It was Guadalupe’s mission to prove otherwise. 
807 Grant Street was the essence of that proof.

Apparently so was I. She listened to me read in English 
nearly every evening, and walked me the several blocks to 
my first day of school. She also took me to Sacred Heart 
Church, and introduced me to the nun who would prepare 
me for First Communion. I was becoming an angel in my 
grandmother’s religion. But on the way to school, the street 
crossed a deep stone-lined ditch that Guadalupe called the 
sanky, and she warned me never to play there. As my child’s 
map grew to include much of the upper Santa Ana water-
shed, the zanja—not church or school—was the thread 
that tied it together. Excavated with primitive tools, lined 

with thousands of round stones gathered and transported 
and laid by Mission Indians, the ditch brought water from 
the mountains to the padres’ inland plantations. A trickle 
in summer, a muddy torrent on rare occasions, a sparkling 
stream through parks, a dark network of storm drains under 
city streets: it was my school, and the portico of my grand-
father’s church. I played and explored there, watched over 
by the angels of California’s ruin.

*  *  *

I made an offer on this derelict piece of real estate, nat-
urally, because of location: perched on a coastal dune, 
abandoned, probably haunted. Also, the price was in 
line with its appearance, a real steal for California beach 
property. The half-acre of swamp and sand would have 
probably been worth more without the house. It had been 
a cheap rental for decades, one friend after another telling 
me they’d lived there at some high or low point in their 
lives. The neighbor from Arkansas liked to tell about the 
drunk who shoved his mother through the front door, 
but he especially loved to describe the day-long parties, 
clouds of marijuana smoke, naked hippies screwing on 
the porch roof. In a community notorious for marginal 
behavior, it was a historic landmark. Like the little village 
and the surrounding dunes, it was half wild, half human  
wreckage.

The roof had been leaking for ten years. Upstairs ceil-
ings hung down, hinged windows were rusted open or 
shut, the metal sink cabinet was falling through the rot-
ten kitchen floor. Termites had eaten the porch off at its 
southeast corner, foundation posts were missing or buried 
in sand. It was a few years shy of abandonment and half a 
breath from collapse. The sales contract stipulated: As Is. 
I couldn’t resist.

It took weeks to get rid of the rats. Two resident cats 
had generously shared their large bag of kibble that lay 
in the laundry room, which also housed firewood and an 
electric kiln. With a leaking bath adjoining, it presented 
all the features of a first-class maison de rat. The human 
resident was on a first-name basis with the largest female 
rodent. The cats were also on familiar terms with her and 
her offspring, but pretended not to notice their coming 
and going.

I  covered the large cat/rat entrance that had been 

Excavated with  
primitive tools, lined 
with thousands of round 
stones gathered and 
transported and laid by 
Mission Indians, the ditch 
brought water from the 
mountains to the padres’ 
inland plantations.
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sawed out of the laundry room’s entry, which now be-
came the kitchen door. The indoor cat was found another 
home, and Jezebel became the mostly outdoor semi-wild 
pet. Besides the Crave, I was told she required a daily serv-
ing of Seaside Supper and a cortisone shot when the fleas 
were bad. The rats—Veronica and all her relations and 
offspring—either emigrated or died in the prolonged me-
chanical and chemical warfare that followed. After gen-
erous applications of disinfectant and paint, the laundry 
porch became the kitchen, and except for an occasional 
meowing to be let in during storms, peace and calm pre-
vailed in the animal kingdom.

But it’s been a cold November and now they’re back. 
I’ve set traps in the kitchen, but without success. The Kiss-
inger option is imminent. Between my public and personal 
commitments—did I mention there’s a woman in my life, 
I mean besides my mother?—these past weeks have been 
frantic in the extreme. The rodents are a sign of some 
deeper problems in our house, which my sweetheart now 
refers to as the Bates Motel.

Did you set the traps tonight, Norman? Of course, 
Mother.

I deeply wish my mother’s dream were true, and that 
she had killed the goddamn rat.

*  *  *

I put the meeting notes in the appropriate pile, go back 
downstairs. Mom looks up from her book and asks if she 
can get me anything. No thanks, I say. I’m going to get a 
beer from the fridge. “I wouldn’t mind one myself,” she 
remarks, still keen-minded on some topics. While I’m in 
the kitchen, almost by habit now, I check the traps. One 
of them is sprung and empty.

The rats’ reappearance has been deeply discouraging. 
After two years of labor and a low-income rehab loan, the 
place was just approaching the comfort zone of a suburban 
North American household. A new roof, new foundation, 
a sturdy porch the length of the house, new stairs, and an 
airy upstairs work-and-sleeping space. And downstairs, of 
course, Guadalupe’s room and bath. But I ran out of rehab 
money before I got to the kitchen.

“Just like a man,” my mother complains to anyone 
who’ll listen. She points with the broom at the redwood 
tongue-and-groove subfloor, where I pulled up the lino-

leum and pressboard. “What can you do with it? You can’t 
clean it.” And she sweeps disdainfully to show you. Fiber 
ceiling tiles sag where the roof leaked, the light fixture 
hangs by its new wiring. In one corner, where I brought in 
the electric service and vented the water heater, the south 
wind keeps blowing out the crumpled newspaper I stuffed 
in the eaves. The patched-up cat-rat door still lets in a 
steady breeze around our ankles. Mom rolls a rug against 
it, a trick she seems to remember from the kitchen of some 
earlier life. Another kitchen we’ve inherited.

*  *  *

The legacy of the Californios is as dark as it is romantic. 
With the “liberation” of the missions from Spain, they 
took possession of the state’s first infrastructure: buildings 
and roads, enormous herds of cattle and horses, and vast 
plantations and irrigation systems. Along with this wealth, 
which alone might account for their legendary generosity, 
they inherited the Native Californians who’d survived the 
Mission Period, and whose labor had sustained it.

The material gift came with a strange spiritual legacy, 
a blend of medieval Catholicism and Native animism, a 
hybrid religion whose darker side appeared soon after the 
closing of the missions. In one grotesque parody of the 
Franciscan padres, who appropriated tens of thousands of 
acres while liberating as many souls, two rancheros killed 
more than a hundred Indians said to be trespassing on their 
former lands. One by one, they sprinkled holy water on the 
victims, then shot them. These are among the angels of 
my grandfather’s church.

But the rancho culture belonged to Native California 
as well as Catholic Spain, and this was also reflected in its 
occupation of the land. When Rancho Los Cerritos, now 
the city of Long Beach, was taken over by the American 
John Bixby and put under Anglo management, its major-
domo, Juan Cañeda, refused to leave. No puedo partir de 
aquí, he said. He understood English but refused to speak 
it. Soy de esta tierra. I can’t leave here—I’m part of this 
land. Such an idea of ownership—of belonging, not pos-
sessing—guaranteed that the Californios would disappear 
as quickly as those who preceded them. One order of an-
gels following another.

The Californios inherited both an imagined nobility, 
with all the courtly trappings of noblesse oblige, and the 
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Native Californian customs of openness and gift exchange. 
Like Porfirio, had they adopted less extravagant ways they 
might have held out against the tax collectors and bankers. 
But for the most part they didn’t change, and probably, be-
cause I’m their descendant, I find this refusal—this failure, 
if you will—dangerously attractive. Outrage at the appro-
priation of wealth and property made the reaction even 
more flamboyant, and social banditry flourished again. 
Signs of poverty and dispossession were worn proudly, a 
style manifested later by the zoot suiters and today chiefly 
in our state prisons.

For many, like my mother’s brother, this romance took 
a predictably tragic course. His driving and drinking led to 
a fatal collision, followed by long years in Folsom. Within 
a year of release, still on parole, he showed up in Anaheim 
after a lost weekend, the hood of his car unaccountably 
missing. Relatives drove him to Mexicali and dropped him 
off there with money for a train ticket, but he never arrived 
at the ranch where he was to start his new life. We never 
heard from him again. My mother, his younger sister, who 
shared those early wild years in the town they called Ber-
doo, felt his loss deeply.

In Porfirio’s last years, my oldest cousin and his wife 
took him up to the old mining claim above Bear Valley 
and they brought me along. We wandered among the big-
cone pine and granite outcroppings until he found where 
his father’s mine had been, a dark opening on a west-facing 
slope. They’d struck it rich, he said, but then they’d hit 
water. Nothing about Jews or Yankees. Just a hole in the 
ground full of water. White and rusty quartz around its 
edges, a clear stream welling up: the headwaters of the 
Santa Ana. Tributary of a river of losses, flowing through 
a land of beautiful ghosts.

*  *  *

I pour Mom a small glass of beer. Alcohol worsens her 
confusion and makes the tape loop of memory even short-
er, but a small dose lessens the anxiety that accompanies 
her mind’s failing. It relieves the fear of not remembering, 
which often seems to be what keeps her from remembering.

After drinking half the glass she goes back to reading 
the worn copy of Henry James’s What Maisie Knew. It’s 
missing some pages, but content and narrative don’t seem 
important. She reads a passage, appears to thoroughly 

enjoy and comprehend it, then rereads it with the same 
surprise and pleasure a day or hours later. But now she 
stops and looks up, remembering more of her dream. Yes, 
she says. In her dream she killed the rat, then carried it 
outside and threw it in the willow swamp.

This is how her stories often grow, repeated over and 
over, sometimes within minutes of the previous telling. 
Confabulation, I’m learning, is characteristic of the early 
stages of dementia. Lacking memory, the mind fills the gap 
with an alternate, often mythic and symbolic version of the 
past. Already her history of this house has developed the 
familiar motif of dispossession. “At one time we owned all 
that land out there,” she will say, gesturing toward the west 
windows. The property was in our family for generations. 
The house itself, as she tells the saga of my restoring it, 
had “fallen back,” and I’ve somehow “straightened” it again.

At first I corrected these fables when they were too 
outlandish, or people looked at me quizzically. But now 
I let them stand. Once she creates a story she repeats it not 
as a fiction but from the facts of reconstructed memory, 
and there’s usually an eerie symbolic truth to it. Whether 
it happened or not, the death of the rat is now part of 
our history.

*  *  *

In his eighty-seventh year, Porfirio left my grandmother’s 
house. My mother says he overheard Guadalupe speak 
disparagingly of his own mother—another Guadalupe, 
who’d been dead for years—while gossiping with Mrs. Ri-
vera from across the street. After the years of insults, that 
seems absurdly small, but his actions were more mythic 
than reasoned. Instead of turning over his monthly old-
age check, he moved into a downtown hotel, bought a 
new white Stetson hat, found a few remaining friends, and 
bought them drinks down at Pinky’s bar. He came back to 
the house one afternoon with cans of enamel and brushes, 
and paid us kids nickels and dimes to paint a bench and 
some backyard fruit trees red, white, and blue. It was great 
fun, but when the grownups heard of it we knew by their 
looks that something was wrong. There must have been 
other signs of dementia, though we kids never heard of 
them. He was committed to Patton State Hospital (known 
as Southern California State Asylum for the Insane and 
Inebriates until 1927) and died there not long after.
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Guadalupe, nearly crippled by arthritis, came to live 
with us in our two-story house across town. I tried to make 
up for Porfirio’s loss, brought her food and juice, helped her 
up from the couch, gave her an arm to lean on when she 
walked. Despite their old antagonism, she was heartbroken 
by his departure and died within a year. We put a new 
coat of paint on her old kitchen, hung new wallpaper, and 
rented the house for a time. But it needed deeper repairs, 
the rent money got spent on other things, and eventually 
it was sold and torn down, a fifties stucco put in its place. 
The loss of that house may have some bearing on my res-
toration of this house, as caring for that Guadalupe was 
prelude to this one. These are the mysteries of the religion 
of home ownership.

*  *  *

The dream is getting real. Each time my mother tells it 
she adds a few details. Yes, she carried the rat by its tail. 
And yes, it turned and tried to bite her. She hit it with 
something. She looks at me, confused. “Do you think it 
really happened?” I don’t encourage her, but I don’t want 
to contradict her either. I have enough arguments in my 
life. Besides, once she creates a story she holds to it stub-
bornly, and it doesn’t make her any less crazy to try to 
explain to her that she’s crazy. And anyway, in our family 
maybe it’s normal.

She finishes the beer, sets down her glass, and is about 
to pick up her book. “Look,” she says, and lifts her feet. 

“Look at my slippers. There’s mud on them.” It’s a brilliant 
piece of detective work, even if it is her own recent life 
she’s investigating. It would be a miracle if this evening 
had some of the clarity of the California she spends most 
of her time in.

“Dios mío,” she says. “Do you think it really happened?”

*  *  *

We live in a divided world, between the loss of our past 
and the uncertainty of our future. Between fable and his-
tory, romance and memory. Between Porfirio’s gold mine 
and Guadalupe’s house, a balance so precarious it can be 
upset by a rat. Instead of genteel poverty and noble simplic-
ity, maybe we’re just mired in desperation and pity. Four 
generations and still living like immigrants.

I’m feeding the wood stove, building up a fire that will 

keep overnight. Mom’s wearing her big sweater and my old 
knit watch cap and the room’s already too warm, but usu-
ally by now she’s asked me several times to check the fire, 
and already I do it without thinking. As I close the stove 
door I’m wondering if the trap could have struck the rodent 
a glancing blow and left it injured and semiconscious, so 
she could grab it by the tail and take it outside. Except that 
she hardly ever goes out, and certainly not at night.

Then I see it. On the wood floor, in front of the stove, 
a large drop of blood. She must have picked up the injured 
rat and carried it toward the back door, and when it re-
vived and tried to bite her, she dropped it on the floor and 
smacked it with a chunk of firewood. A gruesome piece 
of forensics, but real evidence of my mother’s enduring 
toughness and sanity.

Look, I tell her. It’s blood. It wasn’t a dream.
“Maybe I’m not as crazy as I thought.” She’s as surprised 

as I am.
I go to the kitchen to get us another Bohemia. When 

I open the refrigerator, by the glow of its light I see a new 
little rat angel perched on top of the huge green Kelvina-
tor. As I reach for a beer he flaps his tiny wings, circles the 
kitchen once, then ascends heavenward through the hole 
where the newspaper has blown out of the eave again.

It’s a small victory amid all our losses. I’m not sure how 
home improvement and going to meetings will save us or 
Chicken Beach or these few miles of sand, but we have no 
other choice. We’re losing the earth itself, as surely as I’m 
going to lose my mother, in our collective dementia and 
loss of memory. I can hear Guadalupe telling us to hang 
on to every scrap of what’s left. And Porfirio reminding us 
that we live in a dream.

Maybe we’re going to make it.

Jerry Martien is the author of Shell Game: A True Account 

of Beads and Money in North America and a poetry col-

lection, Pieces in Place. He now lives inland from Chicken 

Beach, across Humboldt Bay and a quarter mile past the 

tsunami sign.
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Strongbox
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The Biblical Narrative:  
The Tree of Knowledge, 2014
Fabric collage on canvas, 36 x 36 in
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JAMES REISS

Strongbox

The little metal strongbox she’d owned since college
held dozens of old letters, snapshots of 1960s Tanzania,
and two hundred and fifty dollars in cash. Its combination,
the year of the Norman Conquest of Britain, no longer worked.

She dreaded the blow of a hammer
and chisel on a time capsule for knickknacks
and cake recipes. She wanted its combination, 1066,
to make her out-of-date passport pop up like a jack-in-the-box.

But it said no when she went outside and heaved it
at the sidewalk. It said no when she used a pry bar to give it
the staved-in face of the geezer who lived in a room with a Mosler
safe—till she wept and she laughed and cried yes and its lock gave way.

James Reiss’s sixth book of poems, The Novel, 

was published by CW Books in 2015. His work 

has appeared in The American Poetry Review, 

The Atlantic, Esquire, The Iowa Review, The 

Nation, The New Republic, The New Yorker, 

The Paris Review, Poetry, and Slate. He has 

received grants from the NEA and awards 

from the Academy of American Poets and the 

Poetry Society of America. Professor emeritus 

at Miami University, he is the founding editor 

of Miami University Press. His surname rhymes 

with “peace.” www.jamesreiss.com

http://www.jamesreiss.com/
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AMANDA MOODY

Feast

 

An orderly takes the
un-touched tray away.
Someone lifts her,
turns her, sets her
on a new sheet
so tight, so clean
she could eat off it.
Her arms are
wiped, her face,
everything lotioned,
everything cleared.
She notes the latex hands,
powder-white, bright as the
cotton gloves those waiters wore,
the ones she loved so much at L’Orangerie.

In Buenos Aires—the girl whose high heel snapped  
on the cobblestones—she kept dancing long 
after we saw her feet were bleeding.

She thinks:
Even at the last
the body was
still the body,
still refuge,
still sound,
still supple enough,
climbing stairs,
typing thank-you
notes,

unbuttoning,
threading gold wires
through earlobes,
sitting in springs,
pressing knees
under tables,
fretting music on
small, stringed
instruments,
hacking carcasses apart
for stews, for molés,
perfumed marrows
and stock bones.
The duck that flew
over the lake
floats in this bowl,
buoyant in its own
soul’s broth.
Where are its
feathers now,
once proof against
all waters?

In Chiapas, we slogged out of the rain into a 
village kitchen. I filled my mouth with flaky 
enchilada and found a young chicken’s foot 
marching across my tongue. I spit it out.
Hid it in a paper napkin. Pocketed it.

She thinks:
We dress the flesh
to alter its flavor,
to shame the delusion
of its daily sameness
and spite its long decline.
We embalm it
in fragrance, in
fluoxetine, in
tarragon and
rosemary, in
butter and ink,
in applewood,
corsetry, Nivea,
telenovelas,
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Epsom baths,
the baffling smoke
of other flesh. We
stuff and stitch it up
with every wile and care,
and by this rendering
keep it tender
keep it salt
keep it

fresh.

In charnel houses,
long bones of uncles,
aunts and other
un-remembered kin
vault dark arches
at the smiling,
un-mitigating
sky.

In catacombs,
crammed hostelries
of dime-store saints sleep,
gowned in kings’ ransoms,
their dreamless eyes
planted with
rubies.

We are always
making
heaven
here,
banking
beauty
against
doubt,
filling rooms
with incense and hue,
wrecked ambushes of cut flowers
pitting their hopeless majesty against death  

even as they gasp
in vases set on wooden tables and consoles  

and credenzas inlaid with

mother-of-pearl, with ivory, with ebony, with 
semiprecious gems of perished hardwoods,

the un-skatable rink of all this itself a glittering 
marquetry made of death.

All this passes through her mind.

The insectile tickings of a darning egg and needle.
The bottled pickles stacked up along her mother’s shelf.
The freak-show fetus silhouetted in a gaslit tent.
The lemon zest preserved in sugar,
how it stung and
swooned along
her tongue.

I could eat you up!

The crushed silk of her cheek remembers
a boy-child’s tender hand, still
sticky, sweet with syrup,
damning evidence
of his crime: the
furtive violation of
a just-baked
apple
pie.

Tell me one more delicious lie, let me taste—

she puts his fingers in her mouth.

See?
All gone.

Amanda Moody is an award-winning writer/performer best 

known for her multidisciplinary music/theater solo works, in-

cluding Serial Murderess, The Winchester Rosary, and D’Arc: 

woman on fire. She also wrote the original libretti for Bitter 

Harvest (Berkeley Symphony Orchestra) and Caliban Dreams 

(West Edge Opera). Collaborators include director Melissa 

Weaver and composers Joël Lindheimer, Clark Suprynowicz, 

Kurt Rohde, and Jay Cloidt. Her poetry was recently pub-

lished in Ireland’s The Moth. The D’Arc soundtrack is on the 

MinMax label.
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RY COODER

A Real 
Mexican  

Street

The Chingasos

U ncle Betto’s musty one-room gift shop on the 
north end of Olvera Street was called “Artisanes 
de México”—an uptown name for a strictly 

downtown joint—specializing in plaster saints, tin mir-
rors, and huarache sandals with soles cut from authentic 
Mexican automobile tires back when “Hecho en México” 
was la verdad. There was a heavy fragrance of perfumed 
wax from the candle shop next door, and of frying lard 
from the café across the way called “Mi Tierra,” where 
the tourists were sent and which us kids referred to as “my 
dirt”—as in, cockroaches. Mexican kids were also regarded 
as authentic—up to age twelve.

As a teenager, I started to get blamed for a lot of things, 
like wearing high drape pants and breathing. If you want 
to grow up frightened, try being a poor, no-talent Mexican 
kid on the streets of Los Angeles—but I was good at music, 
so I had something of my own inside that protected me. 
And yes, I did a little time at the Atascadero Juvenile Farm 
up north; who didn’t? It was nice to get out of the city for 
a while.

I  grew, somehow, like a weed grows in the cracks. 
I formed a conjunto with cholos from the neighborhood. 
As “Johnny Dolor and the 5 Pains,” we were hip for los 
años cincuenta, featuring el mambo, el swing, el boogie-
woogie. I played a little saxophone, así como Big Jay Mc-
Neely; a little guitar, así como T-Bone Walker; and sang 
así como Johnnie Ray, who was very big in that moment. 
We were presented at the Club Rendezvous on Central, 
at La Bamba on East 1st in Boyle Heights, and at The Big 
Union in Vernon. Then I had the big idea to bring in a 
white chick singer—which was taboo, you dig—and we 
made a little money. (Risky outfits and dirty moves, things 
our girls would never do.) But when musicians make a little 
money, the scavengers always come around. A Filipino 
pusher got the 5 Pains on the hook and they started dis-
agreeing about everything—tempos, keys, hairstyles—but 
it was the girl that broke up the band. Jealousy is death in 
a musical organization.

Then the Club Rendezvous was raided for dope, and 
I took the rap for the club owner. Uncle Betto required it; 
the man was a compadre, or some such old-timer bullshit. 
Underage White Girl Held Captive by Pachuco Dope 
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Fiends! Public Demands Swift Justice!! Uncle’s uptown law-
yer, Charlie Lupino, cut a deal for a five-year stretch, but 
that’s no comfort station they run up there, cabrón. “Mr. 
Lupino saved your sorry ass this time, and don’t you forget 
it.” (Uncle had a big voice for a small man; everyone said 
he talked just like Cesar Romero.) Joey Tube-Face was the 
only one who ever came to visit me behind the walls. He 
brought me a jar of Vaseline, a towel, and a comic book. 
That’s a true carnalito, eso.

I did the whole five. (What’s five years; I would have 
wasted my time having fun anyway.) When I got back to 
the Street, Betto’s health had turned up bad, and Cousin 
Maggie was running the shop assisted by her Chihuahua 
dog, Louie. Pinche rock and roll was coming on strong 
in that moment: beach music, featuring white guys with 
blond hair and good teeth. (I had heard of Santa Monica 
and Malibu, but our people didn’t go to the beach, you 
dig; we went to Elysian Park, above Chávez Ravine, or 
Whittier Narrows, on the east side.) In order to get jobs, 
you had to bring the new Hit-Parade sound and clean up 
the act. Uncle said it was “a good thing.” “Marihuana Boo-
gie” was out: “Sus canciones feas give to our people a bad 
image.” My fault, yet again. The 5 Pains scattered to the 
4 winds, and I went to work for Uncle full time. The deal 
was, I could stay in the apartment upstairs if I agreed to 

“take an interest in the family,” as Uncle put it. Even with 
stomach cancer, he was still a tough man, still the boss.

In this way, time passed. One day, there was a message 
for me: Go to 41st Place and Long Beach Blvd/auto shop in 
the back/outside dog is chained up/take the cardboard boxes 

in the shed/no alarm system/don’t use Joey he will fuck up/ 
take Droopy take Shorty.

“Johnny, you going back to jail now?” Maggie said.
“An errand, nada más,” I told her. “I like Olvera Street; 

it’s below suspicion.”
It went like this: Ten p.m., El Sand Box XXX Girls 24 

Hours, at 14th and Alameda Street. Joey was waiting in the 
parking lot. We rolled south, giant semis—all amber lights 
and chrome stacks—crowding my ’54 Bel Air. (Joey: big 
nose, ducktails, Sir Guy shirt, khakis, wino shoes.) God 
makes two kinds of air—uno para nosotros, the pobrecitos; 
uno más para ustedes, los ricos. On Alameda, the air was 
bad. La gente was hunkered down for the night in their 
casitas with the dry grass and dusty rosebushes, trying to 
rest before their little piece of job started up again, mak-
ing its insane demands. This is the neighborhood of Los 
Negros y Los Mexicanos también—the people who once 
came to Los Angeles from deadly places they couldn’t tol-
erate any more: the white South; the border wars. There 
was mutual distrust at first, followed by the discovery of 
mutual interests: cars, clothes, music, dancing. They gave 
it a name: La Treinta y Ocho, The 38. We all had “La 38” 
tattooed on our right shoulders. The races got along okay, 
despite what you may have heard. With the segregation, 
there was no place else to go.

The little wooden house on the corner was dark. 
I parked in front and cut the motor. 41st Place was quiet as 
a tomb. “What happens now?” Joey said.

“We take some cardboard boxes. Betto is paying good.”
“Betto is good when he’s asleep; I know him. ‘Joey will 

fuck up.’”
“He recommended you.”
“Liar. I’m staying in the car; Chico Sesma is on the 

radio right now.”
“I can get you Lupe, I can get you Elizabeth.”
“Lupe says my body is bad; Elizabeth is saving it for 

Jesus.”
But the mention of the girls motivated Joey, and we 

walked, leaving the car radio on low. The gate in the chain-
link fence was unlocked. The backyard was crammed with 
cars under tarps—fat fenders meant wartime vintage and 
before—some rusted out, others gleaming in fresh paint. 
Night scents: White King laundry soap, jasmine, motor oil. 
Sounds: ranchera music, police sirens, television. A big grey 

In order to get jobs,  
you had to bring  
the new Hit-Parade  
sound and clean 
up the act.
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pit bull with a jaw like a cement mixer came out of his 
doggy casita and looked us over. I donated one bean bur-
rito in tin foil and he forgot about us. I shot the lock on the 
shop door with Betto’s .38 automatic. (Gunshots at night 
are no biggy in La 38.) Inside: twelve large cardboard boxes, 
taped up. We hustled the boxes down the driveway to the 
street and loaded them in the ranfla. In and out in ten  
minutes.

“Too easy,” said Joey. Tiene la razón, old Joey. On the 
radio, Chico was laying it down. “Lonely Nights” by Little 
Julian Herrera rang out.

Ten thirty, El Sand Box parking lot. I busted open a 
box: nickel-plated auto parts wrapped in newspaper—lights, 
mirrors, hubcaps. Fancy wire spoke wheels caught the light 
from the giant green XXX sign. One gleaming yellow plas-
tic steering wheel that said “Chevrolet.” A suicide steer-
ing wheel knob with tiny engraving: Jesús es mi Señor. A 
chrome-plated 45-speed record player that fits under the 
dash. One thing for sure—chingasos in this condition are 
like saints’ relics to the low-low veteranos who drive the old 
cars and dig the old songs, and very hard to come by. But 
strange cargo, it seemed to me

*  *  *

Lupe was done with her shift.
“Come outside and talk to Joey; he’s asking for you,” 

I said.
Lupe made an effort. “Hey, Joey, ¿qué pasó?” (Lupe: 

up in the front, down in the back. Indio face, pachuca 
hairdo.)

“No tengo pussy in a long greasy time,” says Joey. 
(Women want respect, I have told Joey many times, but 
he is not the most subtle of cats.)

“Joo got anything long and greasy, joo keep it, cabrón,” 
she said, holding up a chrome bird with glass wings. “In 
where did joo get estos?”

“Auto shop on 41st Place.”
“Cuarenta y uno? Joo stole from the Ruelas Brothers?” 

She put the bird down and stepped back. “Chin-ga. Ahora 
lo verás, hombre.”

Hernan, the manager, came out in his shiny black 
Western suit, purple shirt, Beatle boots, and bad rug. 

“I don’t want these pachucos hanging around my place,” he 
told Lupe, putting a hand to her breast. Lupe showed him 

a rusty hat-pin, and Hernan stepped back. Joey showed 
him his blade. Hernan pulled his little throw-down piece. 
My under-the-seat sawed-off settled it.

“Get your ass back in there,” he said in an unfriendly 
way. 

Lupe says, “I got to go piss.” 
Joey says, “Let me see.” 
They went behind the building, then Joey came back. 

His pants were wet in front, and it wasn’t Coca-Cola.
The pay phone was disgusting to use. I called Betto’s 

house and Tía Louisa answered. (She takes her teeth out 
at night.) ¿Quién habla? Buenas noches, Tía, it’s Johnny. 
¿Qué? Johnny, your nephew. ¿Está Betto in la casa? Betto 
no está, fué por Mexicali. Betto drove all the way over 
there? El Greyhound boose. ¿Cuándo he comes back? No 
says cuando. Did he leave un mensaje for me, Johnny? 
¿Johnny quién? Johnny Dolor, your nephew! Ningún men-
saje. Gracias, Tía. Por nada, señor.

“She says Betto took a bus to Mexicali. Now what?”
“You been set up again.”
“Betto is Treinta y Ocho.”
“The old ways are gone; it’s a bitter world now, mi car-

nal. Creo que some pinche cabrón is trying to tie the cas-
cabel on the gato.” Tying the bell on the cat, meaning me. 
How right he was.

The Religion

Lupe and Elizabeth came out wearing church clothes and 
mantillas. “We need a ride to church for midnight Mass. 
Hernan won’t take us; he’s mad with us,” Lupe said.

The Plaza church is situated on the north end of Ol-
vera Street. Personally, I tend to avoid religion, but Eliza-
beth took my arm and pulled me inside. She has the big 
Madonna eyes in the sad Madonna face, and men made 
room for us. A drunk mumbled, “Fíjate que chula,” and 
felt her legs as we passed.

I knew him, a sorry-ass pendejo named Bartoloméo. 
I showed him the blade. “You touch her again and I will 
cut your eyes out and Louie will have them for lunch over 
there, pendejo,” I said. You got to make it plain sometimes.

“Sorry, Johnny, I didn’t know,” he said.
The Irish Padre mumbled; the altar boys stood around. 

The place was packed with families, fruit pickers, and po-
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liticos who never saw a lettuce field or got sprayed. The 
crowd made a rustling sound, babies crying out. Elizabeth 
whispered the words at the right time. She pulled me up, 
she pushed me down. I spied Uncle Betto in the back row 
in his old-timer guayabera shirt and lid.

The Padre cut it short and ducked out. (He drinks, 
I happen to know.) Lupe and Elizabeth joined the line for 
Communion as Betto came shuffling along. I slipped in 
behind him. (I was baptized as an infant and took Com-
munion maybe once. I don’t recollect either. I believe in 
God, and the whole bit.)

The under-padre was up front with the goodies. Betto 
knelt and got his, and I was next. “Did you see Jesus, old 
man?” I whispered. He stumbled in surprise and I had to 
hold him up. We went and stood in the back. “I got the 
shit. Pay me, tío mío,” I said.

“How do you dare in La Casa de Dios!” he hissed.
The under-padre took the walk with the smoker, fol-

lowed by the altar boys, city councilman Espinosa and the 
chubby wife, and ten little kids holding flowers. Nobody 
paid any attention when Betto collapsed onto the floor. 
Outside the church a full mariachi band in charro suits 
and hats went into “Pobre del Pobre.” It was a big scene 
in the plaza—those who couldn’t make it inside, plus a 
tamale girl with a pushcart, a Tri-tip man with his oil-can 
barbecue, and a peddler selling tiny Mexican flags and 
plaster statues of La Virgen. The little kids threw confetti; 
the families held the niños up to see. The mariachis cut 
it short; the councilman had some words. (El Señor’s gig 
is to make very sure la gente behave themselves: No more 
zoot suit riots, cabrones, or we will deport your sorry ass.) 
Espinosa put his hands up for quiet:

My friends, I am here as a simple man of faith. “Yes,” 
you may say, “Tiene un corazón humilde.” My eyes fill 
with tears to think of my sainted mother, born and 
raised a few streets from this place. Mi esposa, also a 
saint, was joined to me here. Los niños, consecrated. 
You may say, “En esta noche, he is in great pain, ¿por 
qué?” ¿Por qué? Because they are trying to destroy a 
true man of the people, a humble public servant! They 
say, “On his knees, he feasts on the crumbs from the 
tables of the ricos!” Mentirosos! Cobardes! I call upon 
God the Father to smite them! La venganza will be 

mine, this I believe! Viva Los Angeles, viva los Estados 
Unidos! If we work hard, we can achieve anything! 
¡Gracias a todos!

Espinosa cut it short, and the mariachi went into the 
national anthem. Elizabeth stood at attention like a good 
citizen, then disappeared into the crowd. Lupe assisted me 
to carry Betto outside. His face was wet; his breathing was 
rough. We parked him on a park bench, and Lupe fanned 
him with her shawl.

“What ails you, old man?” she asked. (Uncle’s house 
was full of bottles—a museum-grade collection of drug-
store medicines going back years—but the cancer was la 
verdad. I knew he was tight with a nurse named Mildred 
who lived around the corner. Mildred gave him morphine 
shots and was stacked up top.)

“I’m dying,” he whispered.
“Remain a little while,” I said. “What was the need for 

the ranfla parts of Los Hermanos Ruelas? Tía Louisa said 
you went to Mexicali, ¿qué pasó?”

“I wanted to see la tierra de mis padres once more, pero 
our God prefers me to die like a dog on Olvera Street.” He 
reached in his coat and pulled out a large envelope and 
shook it at me. “Don’t fuck up, pendejo.”

Lupe wiped his face. “Hernan fired me in this night, 
he put his hands to me again, and I don’t like anyone to put 
his hands to me unless I want him to. Chin-gaaa, pienso 
que el señor se murió,” she whispered.

Uncle Betto had cut it short. His size 7 boots tipped 
sideways, barely touching the ground. I closed his eyes; 
Lupe made the cross.

The mariachi  hit “Canción Mixteca,” the anthem 
of the exiled and the homesick. The flag peddler sang 
along. He was blind; I recognized him from the Street. 
Some pinche cabrón set off firecrackers, and a few cops 
waded in giving attitude, but la gente was getting hap-
py con tamales y champurrado, and nobody gave any 
thought to them. They took off, the sirens blasting in  
the night.

A cop walked up. “No sleeping on city property.”
“Yessir, boss.”
“I’ve seen you before.”
“My uncle has a shop over there.”
“Catholic crap.”
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“Correcto, boss.”
“Move along.” He banged the bench with his nightstick.
I shook Betto. “Vámonos a la casa, tío mío, it’s way 

past your bedtime.”
I hefted him down the sidewalk to his ’64 Cadillac, 

making it look good, and tucked him in the back seat. I sat 
in front and tried to read the papers inside the envelope 
by the light of the streetlamp. There were three things: a 
passport, a plane ticket, and a message. The passport was 
issued to me, Juan García y Vega, born 1930, residing at 
38 Olvera Street, Los Angeles, California. All very accurate, 
since the information came from Uncle, I assumed, along 
with the photograph, taken years ago when I was doing 
the act. I had never seen a passport before, only heard tell. 
The ticket was a round-trip fare on Aeronaves de México—
destination, Mexico City. The note said, “Check the boxes, 
go to the airport restaurant, you will be contacted. El Finito 
is watching.”

In every segregated, marginalized community, there 
has to be a fixer, since nothing can be done by conven-
tional means. In ours, he was known as El Finito. I had 
never seen him, only heard tell from Uncle Betto. “Don’t 
never take little pinche business to El Jefe. You better be 
right.” The relationship was not about money, but rather 
something interesting you could do in return. El Finito 
liked surprises.

Lupe and Elizabeth came down the sidewalk looking 
for me. “Please drive my uncle to El Sand Box,” I told them. 

“Call the cops and say there’s a guy asleep in his car. I have 
to run an errand; it may take some time.”

“You want to take a dead man to a strip joint and leave 
him in the night? That is cold,” Lupe said. Elizabeth cried 
when she saw Uncle in the back seat.

I turned and spoke to Betto. “Adios, old man. I’ll do 
it, but you really left me in the dirt this time.” He made 
no reply.

The Obligation

The Mexican immigration officer stamped the book and 
said, “Bienvenido a México, señor.” The airport restaurant 
was bright pink with photographs of exotic tropical birds 
in little straw hats.

After a while, my head stopped spinning. “Pinche fly-

ing is a crock,” I said out loud, and a man in the next booth 
laughed, and when he turned around I got a shock. It was 
Ramón Blanco, my old bass player from the 5 Pains.

“Johnny!” he said. 
“’Món!” I said.
We hugged. He got his beer and sat down across  

from me.
“’Món, you are looking very dap. What’s the hustle?” 

(Fawn-colored gabardine, silk tie, two-tone shoes, hair died 
black. Ramón was always a dresser.)

“The Felipe Urban Danzón Orchestra.”
“Sounds very uptown.”
“No, it is strictly downtown Mexico City. La gente 

comes after work; they bring their dancing shoes in plastic 
bags. Six p.m. to midnight, regular as the clock. And you?”

“Well, I’m here doing some business for Uncle Betto, 
you remember him?”

“Johnny, it is a miracle to see your face. I’m going to 
light a candle for you; I’m getting closer to Jesús every day.”

“Gracias; I can definitely dig it. You come here to eat, 
’Món; is that why you’re here right now?”

“We’re playing a danzón contest in Havana. Felipe Ur-
ban is a good orchestra for the Mexican working class, but 
the Cubans want it faster all the time. If Felipe set tempos 
like that, our audience would revolt. The Castro regime 
is trying to revive the old styles; they don’t want to lose the 
history. The past is dead, but that’s how commies think. 
I don’t care, I just like the women. Come with me, we’ll 
go out and poke around.”

“I got business here, like I said. A delivery.”
“Johnny, I don’t mean to protrude, but I have a strong 

feeling you could do much better in Havana with that load 
you got, pardner.”

“And what load is that, pardner?”
“An old friend is waiting for you. He knows you won’t 

let him down.”
“I don’t have friends in Havana, ’Món.”
“Johnny, you see the two hombres over there by the 

cash register? Plainclothes, on airport detail, and you know 
why? Contrabando, amigo mío. They have finished with 
their shrimp cocktails, and now it’s time for business. I am 
very sure you don’t want Javier and Enrique to go busting 
open your boxes, cabrón. No telling what they’re going to 
find, comprende?”
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“I’m starting to.”
“Cubana Airlines is down the hall, on your left. Your 

ticket is paid for, your boxes are checked through to Ha-
vana. Your contact will smoke Olvidados.”

“Why me?”
“I’m ignorant, happy to be that way. I always said you 

were a good leader.”
“I don’t recall you saying it at the trial.”
“I came into a small inheritance around that time. A 

ticket to Mexico City was included. Adios, Johnny-Boy.”
Ramón left the restaurant. The waitress came over 

with the check. “Only people from Los Angeles wear those 
kind of shoes,” she said.

“Romeos, we call them.”
“I dream about Los Angeles; I pray to La Virgen to 

take me there.” She reminded me of Elizabeth, so I put 
too much money on the table. I could stay here with the 
girl on a real Mexican street, I thought. LA has not been 
so berry good to me.

“¿Cómo se llama?” I asked.
“Esperanza.”
“How would you like to go por Los Angeles conmigo, 

all expenses pagados?”
“But you are going to Havana.”
“Maybe I don’t want to go there.”
“Maybe I don’t want to be a waitress all my life.”

“I’ll try the mole on the way back.”
“Cuba is anti-Catholic. I will light a candle for you. 

Vaya con Dios.”
“Igualmente. I should have went in the candle business.”

*  *  *

The man behind the Cubana Airlines desk did not appear 
to be a minion of Satan. “You are reserved at the Hotel 
Nacional,” he said. “The bartender is a personal friend of 
mine, a good man to know. Se llama Chano.”

I forgot about the waitress in five minutes. The stew-
ardess on the Cubana Airlines plane would make J.P. 
Morgan forget about money, and my name ain’t J.P. She 
was chocolate brown and soft like suede. Tall and rangy 
in the African style, with the Caribbean tonality to the 
Spanish. Nothing like her had ever been seen on Olvera 
Street, ese vato.

“Bienvenido, señor. ¿Quiere algo para beber?”
“A happy Mother’s Day to you, too, chica. Tequila, 

por favor; it’s cheap and it hits. Muchísimas gracias.” She 
looked at me funny. I didn’t blend in with the rest of the 
passengers, none of whom I liked. I have seen straight-life 
folks get crazy drunk off one or two tequila shots on the 
Street, like Laurel and Hardy on grape juice. Then the 
trio comes over and sings “Bésame Mucho.” Then the 
rubes try to sing along, and the cats always say, “Berry 
berry good, señor; joo are maybe a leetle beet Meheecano,  
¿que no?”

Years ago, we used to see a harp player from Micho-
acán who claimed to be over a hundred years old and a 
compañero of Pancho Villa’s, which I never doubted. He 
wore a white campesino outfit, a big sombrero, and a moth-
eaten serape, and he didn’t play very well—but he had six 
fingers on each hand, which gave him extra notes. Uncle 
Betto paid him to sit out in front to give authenticity. Then 
one morning he died in the middle of a tune. The big 
wooden Veracruz harp held him up on his bench until a 
tourist tried to give him money, and he just toppled over. 
The lady fainted. Her husband threatened to sue the city, 
but Uncle slipped him a little cash and threw in a free tin 
mirror. The undertaker said the old man was just skin and 
bones under the serape. Betto kept the harp in the shop 
for color until one morning it was gone, and I wondered, 
who’d want an old harp with half the strings broken? But 

Years ago, we used to 
see a harp player from 
Michoacan who claimed 
to be over a hundred years 
old and a campanero 
of Pancho Villa’s, which 
I never doubted.
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I missed it around the shop; it smelled like the desert and 
gave the place alma. That happened in the good old days 
before I went inside the walls.

*  *  *

We landed at José Martí airport in a light rain. The arrival 
zone was deserted except for a customs official trying to 
get next to a very young, very fat under-assistant customs 
girl with incredibly white teeth and a radiant smile. It 
caught my eye, because LA cops are never social and never 
smile, not in my direction. The stewardess cruised right 
by them with the pilot, a hard-looking vato with styled 
black hair, gold teeth, and the mirror sunglasses all the 
pilots dig. She called him Papi. Papi looked like he was  
getting plenty.

A skinny cat in a dirty shirt was waiting with my boxes 
when I got outside the terminal. “I am Pupi,” he said cheer-
fully. “My car is here.” He pushed his way through a pack 
of skinny cats in dirty shirts who tried to push and pull me 
into their cars. They were rough, but Pupi was rougher.

“Any trouble? Did they open the boxes?” I asked.
“My brother is jefecito of customs; everything is nor-

mal,” he said.
Beyond the lights of the little airport it was pitch dark. 

On either side of the two-lane highway the land was thick 
and black with trees and smelled like the jungle. There 
were no stores or houses, or cars—except an occasional 
lopsided truck or a motorcycle streaking by in a cloud of 
spray and oil smoke. “How far are we from town,” I asked.

“Fifteen kilometers.”
“Where are we going? What’s it all about, Pupi?”
“The group is waiting for you. You will be very pleased 

to meet an old friend.” Pupi clammed up after that bit of 
classified information. He hunched over the wheel and 
drove like mad, dodging giant potholes in the road, which 
was in worse shape than Alameda Street. A rubber tube 
cinched up with rags ran from a large plastic jug through 
a hole in the dashboard.

“What’s this for?” I said.
“Gasolina,” he said.
He passed me the pack—a Cuban brand, not Olvidados.
The further in we went, the older it got. Pupi dodged 

the holes; he knew the way. “My Plymouth is all I have,” he 
said. We pulled up in front of a large, dilapidated old house 

on a dead-quiet street of large, dilapidated old houses with 
no lights showing and no people about. “And now, we are 
here,” he said.

Inside, the joint was packed with Cubans dancing 
to fast loud salsa. The temperature outside was at least 
90, but inside, it was 110 and climbing. All the women 
wore the same tight pants in shiny striped cloth and their 
men held them close with one hand down the back of 
their pants, a style not yet seen on Olvera Street. A light-
skinned girl with blond hair grabbed my arm and shouted,  

“¡Familia!”
The people stopped dancing and looked at me. She 

said I was the man who brought the good stuff and it was 
a great day for Cuba and so forth. They all cheered and 
saluted. Thanks, I said, it was nothing. They cheered and 
clapped and danced on like there was no tomorrow—a real 
wang-dang-doodle, as el señor Howling Wolf used to say. 
One guy used both hands inside his girl’s pants. “Move it 
well; God will provide,” he said, winking at me. The girl 
wiggled her tongue at me over his shoulder.

I followed the blond woman downstairs to a very over-
grown backyard featuring a large water fountain with three 
beat-looking angels with harps, not working, and fancy 
iron benches now rusted to pieces. A skinny yellow-eyed 
cat appeared and opened a side door to the garage and 
then stepped back into the shadows. Inside the garage, 
something long and metallic appeared to be floating a 
few inches off the floor: a 1956 Cadillac Fleetwood sedan 
up on blocks. It was covered with a thick layer of dust, but 
the chrome gleamed and the paint looked almost new. A 
light went on inside, and there was Charlie Lupino, in the 
back seat, dressed in a double-breasted suit and hat, smok-
ing a cigar. “Johnny Dolor, the last Pachuco,” he said in a 
dreamy sort of way, like he was drunk or high.

The bell is on the cat’s tail now, I thought; but I was 
cool. “Órale, they said an old friend was waiting,” I said.

“Always nice to see an old friend. Come and sit here 
with me. This is the Cadillac of El Bárbaro del Ritmo, the 
late, great Beny Moré. When the time is right, we will drive 
this car down the Malecón in triumph.”

“Who is we?”
“The Society of Sincere Men, a band of heroes and 

patriots. Their cars are old and in great need. They have 
suffered. Do you see these tears?” I didn’t see any tears. 
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The car radio played a danzón. It was slow and stately and 
the story caught my ear. In the marketplace I saw a woman 
stealing. She was an expert, and I noticed because I am also 
a thief. But she stole things of value only to women and poets. 
Later, she began to steal my soul, piece by piece.

“Uncle Betto is dead, by the way,” I said.
“We are going to make history very soon,” Charlie said.
“Good for you. I’m not on your book anymore.”
“You are for us or against us.”
“Uncle Betto sends me on a pinche errand all the way 

to pinche Cuba, and what do I find? Mr. Charlie Lupino, 
sitting in an old Cadillac with no tires. Strange, but true. 
To my way of thinking, you aren’t going anywhere.”

“You are still only an LA street cholo, a professional 
nobody. Be part of something big for a change. Can’t you 
understand the nobility and purity of sacrifice?”

“Only my own, ese vato.”
“You depress me. Go back to your alley.”
I left him there and walked out to the street. My driver 

was banging on something under the hood of the Plym-
outh. “I’m supposed to have a hotel room. Take me there, 
man, I’m beat,” I said.

“The beautiful Hotel Nacional is here in Vedado. My 
cousin is jefecito of the elevators; his name is Nacho. He 
drives a Pontiac, 1948.”

*  *  *

The hotel was nice in the way they did things in days of 
old, but only in the lobby, you dig. My room was damp 
and moldy and the window was stuck, so I used my blade 
to chip away the old paint and got it to move a little, and 
then a little more, and the funky smell of the sea rushed 
in. On the floor below was a terrace where a guitar trio was 
working on a tired bolero while a slender, very dark Cuban 
girl with long shiny hair and a thin dress stumbled around 
with a gabacho in a pink sweater. The song finished and 
the cats bowed and packed up. The gabacho wanted more, 
like they always do, but the girl finally dragged him away—
and then the only sound was the ocean as it slammed into 
the sea wall down by the main road.

I used the ancient telephone to call room service, and 
got no answer. Then the phone rang. Thinking it might 
be room service calling back, I picked it up and said hello.

A girl with a voice like Betty Boop answered. “Oh! 

Americano! We are curious to know what you are wanting? 
There are two of us?”

“I want something to eat.”
“If you wish to see us, tell Nacho, the man of the 

elevators.”
“Thanks, I may call on you for help later.”
“Hasta muy pronto, señor Americano.”
The phone rang again. “I am Nacho,” said a man.

“I want a sandwich and a couple beers. Can you handle 
that, Nacho?”

“I can get you sandwich of jamón, sandwich of queso, 
and sandwich of jamón y queso.”

“One of each. Two beers. Okay?”
“¿Quiere mujeres? ¿Una, o dos?”
“No quiero mujeres right now, gracias.”
I must have dozed off. There was a knock and it star-

tled me. I checked the peephole and saw a person hold-
ing a tray covered with a bathroom towel. He or she was 
extraordinary-looking, even as Cubans go.

“Señor Dolor? Ees eet Señor Pain—or Señor Dollar, 
I prefer to theenk?” This was a character that would have 
been eagerly received in the fashionable cities of the world. 
Height, five two; weight, one-ten? Slender and lithe as a 
cat, with big brown eyes like a doe deer, a flat nose, and 
marcelled platinum-blond hair cut close like a bathing 
cap. A man, I felt sure, despite the red lipstick. He glided 
in and set the tray down on the table like it was a magic 
act. “You decline the ladies, then of course Nacho sends 
me.” He gave me the look: Hey, big boy, I dig you, it’s not 
just business. Havana or El Lay, makes no difference.

“Sit down; let’s talk while I eat,” I said. He arranged 
himself in a chair and made a big deal out of crossing his 
legs and adjusting himself here and there. He was missing 
his front teeth, which would not have gone over big in the 
great cities, but he’d be a real upsetter on Olvera Street. 
His dancing shoes had holes in them.

“What’s your name?”
“I am called Kiko.”
“I was an entertainer myself; I  can dig all the cute 

names. Sit still; you won’t go back empty-handed. I’m just 
passing through, but something has happened, and I don’t 
understand the setup. Are you from around here?”

“Nacio in Cayo Hueso.”
“Is that in Vedado?”
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“En Vedado, son los ricos. En Cayo Hueso, son los 
pobrecitos y músicos.”

“What is the Society of Sincere Men?” That was the 
wrong thing to say. Kiko sat up straight and got serious in 
a hurry.

“I know my life is worth nothing,” he said with some 
pride.

“Relax, I’m not a cop or a spy. I did some work for them, 
and I just want to know where I stand. What’s their thing 
with old cars?”

“Ugh, they are soch beeg smoky theengs. The Sincere 
Men want to go back to the other time, tú sabes. They hate 
the Beard.” Kiko pulled at his chin.

“Meaning what?”
“Theese walls have eyes and ears. I have many friends 

in jail.”
“I been in jail.”
“You would not prefer our jail, Señor Pain. Eet ees not 

polite to ask theese questions. Would you like to play a 
game?”

“This sandwich is terrible,” I said.
Kiko got excited again. “I  love tuna feesh! Een my 

house, I place the tuna feesh on the cracker, then I add 
salt and pepper.” He demonstrated with his hands and 
then ate one with his eyes closed. “Eet ees so delicioso, so 
sabrosito, so—”

“I’m tired now. Here’s five bucks and one more for Na-
cho. Don’t blow it all on tuna fish. Buena noche.” Kiko 
padded softly down the hall towards the service elevators. 
Quiet returned, except for the rumble of the ocean, which 
never stopped.

I lay back down and tried to think. Beny Moré wasn’t 
the only guy with a Cadillac. I’d had a Cadillac once, a 
’41 coupe, in copper mist and cream. One night it burned 
up on the street while I was asleep. They accused me of 
torching it for the insurance. Torch a ’41 Cad? What insur-
ance? Ridiculous, I told them. We’re watching you, Dolor, 
they said. Step out of line and see how ridiculous it is. The 
sergeant spit on my floor for emphasis. Funny how you 
remember the little things.

Maybe I slept. In the grey light of dawn, the ocean 
looked like dishwater. I changed clothes and went down-
stairs to look for breakfast. There was a heavy smell of sew-
age and frying lard, and I followed the smell to the dining 

room, one floor below street level. Café con leche and 
waffles, I told the waiter. The Chinese omelette is berry 
good today, señor, the waiter said. Waffles, I said. I must 
recommend the Omelette Chinois, he said again. Better 
bring me one Chinese omelette, whatever it is, I said.

A young woman turned around in her chair and smiled 
a big smile. “You’re smart to order; the buffet isn’t so nice. 
Kooba is still in the harsh grip of the Special Period.” She 
was obviously American in her fancy peasant outfit, gold 
bracelets, and long straight hair.

“This is my second day in Havana,” she said, gestur-
ing with her hands. “I’ve met the most fascinating people. 
There’s so much passion here, and so much suffering. 
Passion and suffering are close together, wouldn’t you 
say?” She was smoking; I saw the pack. A Mexican brand, 
Olvidados.

“Havana is interesting, but I’m going to catch the first 
thing smoking,” I said. The waiter brought my omelette 
swimming in grease. I wasn’t sure what made it Chinese 
until I cut into it and found a note that said “Vamos.” That 
is something Mexicans have always taken seriously, so 
I folded the eggs back together, put down my fork, and got 
up. The woman looked at me funny.

My overnight bag was upstairs, but I had my passport 
and plane ticket in my jacket. Sometimes musicians have 
to move in a hurry. “Leave it all behind you,” as Louis 
Armstrong says.

The lobby was noisy and hectic with many tourists 
and their handlers. The handlers sweated and waved their 
arms like they were herding chickens: “Señores y señori-
tas—please, the boose must leave!”

The tobacco stand was right there, so I asked the girl 
at the counter for a pack of Mexican Marlburros. Four bad 
guys in tight formation came walking through the lobby in 
my direction. “This is it, you sorry-ass bean brain,” I said, 
but they passed behind me and took the stairs down to the 
dining room at a clip.

“¿Perdón, señor?” the girl said.
“I was just thinking out loud, a bad habit,” I said. “Who 

were those four men right there?”
“Those are special police. You seem to be Mexican, but 

I think you are American? We understand Mexicans are 
tormented in America?”

You’d think the island would sink under the weight of 
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all the pretty girls alone. “Yes, chica, you may say we are 
low down on the totem pole,” I replied.

“The totem pole?”
“In America, you are rated as a human being by your 

teeth as well as your bank account. Look at mine, then 
look at yours, chica. In America, you would be a queen, if 
only for a day.”

The four men reappeared with the American woman 
from breakfast. She was under guard, I realized, and she 
flashed me a look of terror as they passed behind me. One 
of the men caught her look and checked me out, but as a 
second-rate Mexican, I didn’t register.

“Well,” said the girl, “there goes an enemy of the state, 
I think. They never bother the tourist; the tourist is king.”

“I met a man last night who seemed to be in fear of the 
police.” I described Kiko.

“It was a maricón you saw.”
“What’s a maricón?”
“A homosexual prostitute. They are forbidden in the 

hotel.”
“This one works for Nacho.”
“I hate Nacho; he is always trying to recruit me.”
“Can’t you complain?”
“Nacho is a kind of spy.”
“He’s a pimp, honey.”
“He reports to the manager.”
“Who does the manager report to?”
“The ministry of tourism.”
“I see.”
“I would like to go to America, even though it is a cor-

rupt society.”
“Where did you learn English?”
“My father had a collection of American paperback 

murder books. These are forbidden now, but I learned the 
language from the books. Do I speak good enough for 
America?”

She reached across the counter and grabbed my hand 
and pressed it against her abdomen, turning slightly to 
hide what she was doing. “Please take me with you,” she 
whispered. “I’m single and free. I can work hard.” She let 
go of my hand quickly.

I saw my driver Pupi standing around casually in a 
corner of the lobby. The American woman and the four 
plainclothes passed by him on their way out, and one cop 

said something to him. You might have missed it, but I saw 
and the girl saw.

“There is my uncle,” she said.
“In the little hat? That’s my driver.”
“Oh.” She lowered her eyes and got quiet.
“What about him, chica?”
“I will ask you please not to repeat to my uncle what 

I said.”
“What’s the matter with Uncle?”
“He is a kind of policeman.”
“Say, honey, how do I get a taxi to the airport without 

Uncle knowing about it?”
“Take the stairs to the swimming pool. There is a path 

leading to the Malecon. You can find a cab in a few min-
utes. They must not pick up tourists, but you are Mexican.”

“Thanks.”
“Vaya con Dios.”
“Igualmente.”
It was too early for much traffic. A row of apartment 

houses along the sea road that would have been nice a 
hundred years ago faced north like toothless old men 
dreaming of Miami. The sea kept bubbling up over the 
crumbling wall, but it was not picturesque. People tended 
fishing lines, and kids floated in the oily water on inner 
tubes and pieces of wood. Olvera Street looks pretty good 
from here, I thought—a nice little business with money 
coming in and good will going out, enchiladas, rice and 
beans any time of the day or night, and a cherry Bel Air 
for church on Sundays? What if I don’t make it back; what 
if this is the end of the line? A feeling came upon me 
like I used to get behind the walls—like the world was 
backing up and pulling out and there was not one damn 
thing I could do. I thought, if I could just see Louie once 
more and be a little nicer to him—and my eyes filled with 
tears. “Step it up and go, you sorry-ass pendejo,” I said  
out loud.

I asked a fisherman about taxis. “There is one,” he said, 
pointing to an ugly little sedan limping along slowly. He 
flagged the car down and spoke to the driver. He called 
me over. “Chino will take you; he is my friend.” I gave the 
fisherman a dollar.

“Now he doesn’t have to stay there all day,” Chino said 
as we pulled out.

“You know him?”
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“He is my neighbor. What are you wanting; do you 
require a daiquirí, or a mojito? Are you interested in ar-
chitecture? Old Havana contains much architecture: La 
Inglaterra Hotel, for instance, which contains many beauti-
ful women—”

“The airport, and step on it.”
“I am forbidden at the airport, señor; this cab is only for 

Cubans. You must take a tourist taxi.”
“I’ll give you ten dollars. Drop me off on the highway 

and I’ll walk in.”
“You have no suitcase; you will be observed.”
“Let’s get one.”
“There are no American suitcases for sale in Havana. 

You are American, so you must have an American suitcase 
or you will be questioned. I believe you do not prefer to 
be questioned?”

“Claro. Now what do I do?”
“I can arrange something, but it is expensive.”
“I’m not a rich tourist.”
“I have a cousin who is a lady. She will ride with us to 

the airport. She will tell the airport police she is your girl, 
and they will allow my cab. She will accompany you inside 
to the shopping area. You will buy her something and she 
will leave. It is normal.”

“What about the suitcase?”
“She owns an American suitcase; she will sell it to you.”
“I had to leave my clothes behind. What if they look 

inside?”
“She also has men’s clothes; she will sell them to you. 

May I ask your name?”
“Call me Johnny Dollar, the man with the action-

packed expense account.”

*  *  *

We headed into the old section. The streets were impos-
sibly narrow and the ancient buildings seemed about to 
collapse onto each other. Some already had, and I saw 
people picking up bits of wood and other junk. We got 
stuck behind an ice truck, then a stalled car, then three 
guys on a bicycle who refused to move aside. It was slow 
going and it was taking too long. “Let’s skip the pinche 
suitcase,” I started to say, but right then a woman carrying 
one stepped off the sidewalk and jumped in the back seat 
next to me.

“May I present Toti,” Chino said. You can’t tell the 
age of Cubans. She was very thin, by our standards, and 
her clothes were faded and threadbare, but on her they 
looked saucy.

“We must avoid the highway; the police are checking 
cabs,” she said.

“Checking for what?” I asked.
“There was trouble this morning; it was announced 

on the radio. If we encounter police, you must kiss me.” 
She took cigars out of her purse and put them in my shirt 
pocket. She patted my chest and smiled. “Now you are a 
good tourist.”

We left downtown and drove into a residential area of 
tiny cinder-block houses painted in bright colors. Banana 
plants grew wild and little kids played in the mud. It was 
hot in the car. By now, Pupi would have discovered I had 
left the hotel and I assumed we were hot. Toti was good 
cover unless things got rough at the airport, but on the 
other hand, she could be a cop and Chino could be a cop. 
Cuban police didn’t look like the kind we get on Olvera 
Street, ese vato. Either way, things were out of my control, 
which was also normal.

We pulled up to a pink house with a red tile roof. 
“There is the house of my brother,” Chino said. “This day 
is his Santo’s day.”

“Échale, Chinito, I need to get to the airport rápidam-
ente, and you can see your brother later.”

“If I pass his house, he will be hurt.” Chino got out 
and made a beeline inside where salsa was blasting in the 
usual way.

Toti and I got out and she took my arm as we walked. 
“His interest is in the niece. Because of the fiesta today, he 
has realized she is here. I don’t think he will take you to 
the airport now.”

“Are you a cop, Toti? Is Chino a cop?”
“We will dance one song. Act as though we have known 

each other well.”
Everyone there was polite and relaxed. The espo-

sa brought out a plate of fried Spam and greasy yellow 
chunks of some banana-like thing. I realized I hadn’t eaten 
since the sandwich of jamón y queso the night before, but 
Toti pulled me back and shook her head. A bolero came 
on, and we danced. “Como el estilo de los pachucos,” a 
fat woman laughed.
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Toti steered me onto the porch and asked for a ciga-
rette. People kept arriving like it was the party of the centu-
ry. “Tell me the problem,” she said. “Cubans have trouble, 
but tourists don’t have trouble.”

“I’m not one. I’m from Los Angeles, but I’m poor by 
LA standards. My uncle tricked me into delivering some 
auto parts down here to a group called the Sincere Men, 
who dig old cars. The group is up to something, and an 
American is in on it: I know him. If this is about politics, 
include me out; I’m just trying to get back home.”

“This morning an attempt was made to kill an impor-
tant minister. An American has been identified as the 
leader.”

“What’s his name?”
“They referred to him as a lackey of an anti-Cuban 

cabalistic cartel managed by the United Fruit Company. 
He was killed trying to escape.”

“Very convenient. An American woman was arrested 
in the hotel by secret police, and my driver turned out 
to be an undercover cop sent to watch me. I thought the 
Sincere Men were just dreamers, but they don’t act like 
dreamers—not the kind we have at home.”

“The Sincere Men hate the government. But they 
failed, as usual. They will be tried and found guilty and 
life will go on. It is normal.”

“Not for me. I got to get to the airport, Toti.”
“I will take you and you can give me the money. My 

mother is very old and sick.”
“Let’s went.”
We walked to a paved road and caught a cab. I showed 

the driver ten dollars, and he offered to take us anywhere, 
including Miami. When we got to the airport, the plan 
worked like Toti said. She knew the head cop by name, 
and he even saluted me.

The gift shop was full of obvious European sugar 
daddies and young dark-skinned Cuban girls trying on thin 
dresses. Toti picked out a gold necklace that said “Hecho 
en Mexico.” On her it looked good.

“I could get you buckets of these back home,” I said.
“Now you must kiss me,” she said. “It must look normal.”
It wasn’t. No Vaya con Dios and no candle lighting; 

just thanks, and goodbye.

*  *  *

I paid the five-dollar exit tax and boarded the same dirty 
airplane, and the same gorgeous stewardess was there. She 
remembered me, which was nice.

“Bienvenido, señor. Por favor, abróchese el cinturón 
de seguridad.”

“It’s broken again, chica.”
“Ah. Please let me try.” She bent over me and fiddled 

with the buckle, and it snapped shut. “Now it is good!” 
Her eyes were soft and her smile was tender. Sure loves 
her job, I thought.

“You speak the English?” I asked.
“We are well trained.”
“Let me ask you something personal. Do you happen 

to own a pair of striped pants?”
“Of course.” She laughed and touched my shoulder. 

“Perhaps you are a bad boy?”
“I’m a real dinger. Incidentally, is Papi flying with us 

today?” She seemed puzzled. “Your man Papi, with the 
hair and the sunglasses from my last trip?”

“I know no one of this type.” Her eyes went blank; the 
fun was over.

“My error.” Something was not kosher with Papi.
Later on, she came through checking seatbelts and 

tray tables. “Honey,” I said, “I’m never going to leave Los 
Angeles again, so this is Adiós, mi corazón, as the mariachis 
say. Just one more thing. Does Papi drive an old American 
car? You can nod or shake your head.”

She looked around fast and then nodded.
“Vaya con Dios, sweetie. In this crate, you’ll need Him.”

La Familia

We landed. My passport was stamped only for Mexico, you 
dig, so I was cool. The U.S. Customs man asked, “What 
was the purpose of your visit?” A final visit to an old friend, 
I replied. Never lie to the customs.

Outside the terminal, I knelt and kissed the sidewalk. 
A big Chinese family pushing luggage carts loaded with 
everything they had in the world stopped short and looked 
at me in fear. “Welcome to my city, ese,” I said. I had had 
some drinks on the plane and was in a playful mood. I gave 
the old Chinese dad my shop card. “Mi casa es su casa; 
free huaraches if you can guess Louie’s name.”

I located the ranfla in the parking structure and got 
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behind the wheel and things were right. It was a nice ride 
north on the 405, then east on the 10, north again on the 
good old 110, and off at Broadway. Maggie was closing up 
and Louie was on his bed by the cash register. He curled 
his lip at me and growled. Maggie had been crying, but 
I had to pretend I didn’t know the score. “What’s wrong, 
Maggie? Is Louie sick again?”

“Johnny, where have you been! Daddy died in his car. 
We don’t know what happened. The police called me in 
the middle of the night—they found him in the parking 
lot of the strip club on Alameda, and they acted like he 
was a dirty old man. Daddy would never go there. I’m so 
ashamed! If I thought you had anything to do with this, 
I would never speak to you again!”

“I been out of the pinche Estados Unidos, Maggie, be-
cause Tío told me to do something and I went and did it, 
no questions asked. Pinche Cuba is insane; I could have 
been killed.”

“Pick up on this, Johnny. You are the head of the family 
now; you have to make a contribution for once.”

I lost my temper. “No, you pick up on this. I went to 
prison for five of the best years of my life because of your 
father. After that, my gig, the one thing I know how to do, 
was gone forever. This last bullshit job almost landed me 
in a pinche Cuban jail full of queers and murderers. It’s a 
Goddamn miracle I made it back to this Goddamn hole 
in the ground.”

Maggie put her hands over Louie’s ears. He barked 

and showed teeth. “That’s right,” she wailed, “shout at me, 
bully me. My mother killed my father, but you don’t care 
about the suffering of other people in this world.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“She gave him fried food three times a day, every day, 

until it blocked his heart and killed him.”
“You don’t kill people with food.”
“My mother is a killer but also a victim.”
“I don’t understand.”
“When she was a baby, the babysitter stole her from her 

parents and kept her locked up until she was a teenager. 
One day, Daddy saw her in the plaza and followed her 
and the babysitter, who was an old woman by that time. 
He arranged to buy her from the woman for five hundred 
dollars. Then he married her and they had me and my 
sister. She never saw her parents again. My mother never 
stopped hating Daddy for what happened to her.”

“I was never told any of this.”
“You were never around to be told. ‘Johnny gives us a 

bad name; Johnny’s running with los negros on Central 
Avenue.’ My own mother doesn’t recognize me. I have 
no one.”

“You have Louie.”
“You are a terrible person, Johnny, you know that?” 

More tears flowed.
“Why don’t you take a vacation? Go to Mazatlán and 

lie on the beach.”
“If I go in the sun one day, I look like an Indian. Louie 

needs his medicine.”
“I’ll take care of him; I’ll watch the place. Who cares 

about huaraches—nobody buys them anymore; nobody 
wants any of this shit.”

“Please talk to Father O’Leary.”
“What for?”
“Just go over there and talk, for God’s sake. He’s expect-

ing you as head of the family.”
“No confession; absolutely not.”
“Don’t ever tell the Father where Daddy was found. 

Take money; the Mass is expensive.”

*  *  *

I booked a small Italian mortuary on Bunker Hill. They 
supplied the priest, a cut-rate Filipino, who lost his place 
in the guidebook and had to start the Mass over twice, 

The store featured  
the usual things older 
people like— herbs, 
potions, milagros, 
votive candles, and sex 
books for Catholics 
in Spanish. 
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but there was no way I was going to give the church every 
last cent in the store. There was me, Maggie, Tía Louisa, 
Louie, and Joey. Tía went through all the repetitions and 
took Communion later. She had no idea Betto was dead; 
it was just another Mass in a lifetime of Masses. Joey said 
the mortician was a regular down at XXX Girls. Lupe and 
Elizabeth wanted to come, but I told them Maggie might 
get the wrong idea and cop an attitude. “Ella se crée muy 
grande,” Lupe said.

Ordinarily, I am not a man of action. Musicians prefer 
to play the set and go to the house. And yes, I have seen 
many things from the bandstand. One time, a man in the 
audience put his hand up the girl’s dress next to him only 
to discover the hand of another man. He pulled his piece 
and shot the man under the table. The club owner ran to 
the stage and told us to play on. It is normal. But I had to 
do something to square things with the Ruelas Brothers be-
fore the word went out to the Mongol motorcycle gangsters, 
the contract killers in El Barrio: “You disrespected the 
brothers, cabrón. We are going to burn this little pinche 
chicken-shit store down with you in it. Which sombrero 
do you prefer?”

I closed the place and drove to El Finito’s headquarters, 
a tiny neighborhood tienda on 1st Street and Boyle Avenue. 
The store featured the usual things older people like—
herbs, potions, milagros, votive candles, and sex books 
for Catholics in Spanish. I told the dark, hungry-looking 
woman behind the counter I needed to see the man.

“Venga,” she said in her deep, froggy voice.
There was a storeroom in back with a chair and a small 

table. On the table was a reel-to-reel tape recorder. A reel 
of quarter-inch recording tape was set up. A small micro-
phone sat on the table connected by wire to the machine.

“Siéntese,” she said.
She turned the machine on and pressed the play lever. 

The machine hummed, the tape moved, and a scratchy, 
faraway voice came on: “Yo conozco los secretos de los 
hombres y mujeres que han pasado entre las sombras … 
Yo conozco los miedos sin nombres de quien no se anima 
a hablar … dígame, hijo mío.” The woman handed me 
the microphone. She pressed another lever, and croaked, 

“Habla.”
She sat there and chain-smoked Egyptian cigarettes 

while I told my story into the machine, starting with the 

theft of the ranfla parts, the death of Uncle Betto, the trip 
to Cuba, and that I believed Charlie Lupino had been shot 
dead trying to assassinate a Cuban government official. 

“Please tell me what I must do,” I said finally.
She turned off the machine. “Regresa in la mañana,” 

she said.
The woman bothered me with her musty smell and 

dilated pupils. I beat it back to Olvera Street.
When I arrived the next day, she had gotten all dolled 

up in a peasant dress and gold jewelry, and she offered 
me a glass of some milky stuff from a bottle with foreign 
writing, which tasted like toothpaste.

“You’re not from Los Angeles?” I said.
“I was born in Salonika.”
“Where’s that?”
“Greece.”
“Can I ask your name?”
“Salomé.”
“So what’s the word?”
“El Finito made no reply.”
“Why not? He and my uncle were tight.”
“El Finito cannot assist you.”
“I don’t believe this whole setup—you, the moldy junk, 

the tape machine—what’s going on here?”
She poured me another shot. “Do you like ouzo?” she 

said. Her pupils were solid black and never seemed to focus, 
and I wondered if she couldn’t see very well.

“You don’t understand—I been through hell recently,” 
I  said. “I  have a bad problem and I’m not in a social  
mood.”

“In Salonika, my father was an important man. He ar-
ranged marriages and business deals. He settled disputes, 
and occasionally ordered an assassination. Then the re-
gime changed and we were forced to leave. We came to 
the United States in 1939. He died two years ago.”

“You mean El Finito is your father? Uncle Betto never 
said anything about him dying; he acted like El Finito was 
running things now and forever.”

“In Salonika, before the war, I sang Rembetika in the 
nightclubs. An Italian diplomat wanted to marry me; he 
was very rich. He had an Isotta Fraschini automobile; the 
roof was so tall we could make love standing up while the 
chauffeur drove in the front. Of course you can’t imagine 
my life then. After my father died I started making up 
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stories for people, using the machine. I needed something 
to do; I hate this store.”

“Uncle Betto implied El Finito ordered me to do this 
job. It was highly organized. They planned to assassinate 
a Cuban government minister, and Charlie Lupino was in 
on it. I think the Cuban secret police killed him.”

“Charles Lupino abused my father in business. If he’s 
dead, I’m glad.”

“You don’t expect me to believe this was a pinche ven-
geance scheme by a Greek woman in Boyle Heights?”

“I am not Greek; I am from Salonika. Greeks are déclas-
sé, outré, filthy.”

“A gang of people were involved from here to Havana, 
and they were all up to speed except a sorry-ass pachuco 
named Johnny Dolor.”

“Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men?”
“Hilarious. Remind me to laugh on my day off.”
“Leave me alone now; I’m an old woman.”
“Maybe you should have married the Italian?”
“One day we drove to the country for a picnic. Iron 

Guard Macedonians blocked the road and killed him and 
the driver with machine guns. I escaped into the trees; 
I was naked. You can’t imagine such things.” She poured 
another shot and drank it down. She might have been a 
singer once; the intensity was still there, but time and ciga-
rettes had done a real job on her vocal cords. She caught 
her breath and went on. “He was nice; he gave me money 
sometimes, which I used to pay for our voyage to America—
but my father lost everything. When we came here, he had 
to begin again.”

“Why Boyle Heights?”
“It is easy to live among Mexicans; nobody pays 

attention.”
“Basically true. What did you do during the riots?”
“My father took people off the streets and hid them 

in the cellar. That’s why he picked this place—the cellar. 
He dug a tunnel to the little house in back, like we did in 
Salonika. In Salonika, it was essential.”

“That’s very interesting, Salome, but what am I going 
to do about the Ruelas Brothers? They are not exactly 
the Iron Guard, but they’re nobody to mess with just the 
same. You been around; what would you do if you were 
in my shoes?”

“Go there, tell them the truth. They are your brothers; 

they’re not your enemies. They’re not Turks or Macedo-
nians or Bulgarians—or Germans, God forbid.”

“This ouzo isn’t so bad once you get used to it,” I said.
“Don’t lie; it’s filthy stuff. You can visit me again if you 

like; I never go out and I can’t sleep.”

*  *  *

I told Joey about Salome, but he wasn’t interested. “She’s a 
crazy old broad; todo el mundo lo saben,” he said.

There was nothing else to do but admit I  stole the 
parts and take what was coming. I closed up the store, took 
Louie, and drove down to 41st Place. A Cadillac hearse was 
parked outside the little house on the corner, and about 
fifty ranflas were in formation on the street, stretching 
around the corner of Long Beach Boulevard. “Swing into 
the line,” a man said.

I made a U-turn and pulled up behind a lavender blue 
’39 Chevy. More cars arrived—beautiful cars, full of people 
dressed to the nines. Each and every car was proper and 
correct, down to the swamp coolers and fender skirts and 
sun visors.

The man walked over. He leaned his elbow on the win-
dowsill, smiled, and said in a hoarse, raspy voice, “Good 
of you to make it, Johnny. My brother Julio always liked 
your car. He’s in Heaven now, but he knows you’re here 
and he digs it. We’re going to Forest Lawn, in Glendale. 
We’re going to keep it down around twenty-five miles an 
hour. I’ll see you there.”

He walked back along the line of cars, greeting and 
shaking hands. Except for Louie, I was alone, and it kind of 
hurts to be alone at a funeral; but the man had a strong “up” 
vibe, and I caught some of it—and it felt good, like I was 
home. The line began to move and the tailpipes rapped, 
making the spitting sound we all love.

We rolled north on Alameda, then east on Mission 
Road. People on the sidewalk stopped to watch. We passed 
Lincoln Park on the right, with the big old trees and the 
families eating lunch on the grass. I heard an accordion. 
If you didn’t look in your rearview mirror at the tall shiny 
buildings going up south of the Plaza, you could tell your-
self everything was still copastatic in Los Angeles.

The gravesite was on the Glendale side, where the land 
is steep. We parked on the road and made our way down 
the slope. It was a big crowd—a hundred or more—and 
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I saw cats I hadn’t seen in thirty years. Some had stayed 
in the 38, and some had moved as far away as Salinas 
and Turlock. The skinny girls I remembered from school 
days were now fat mamacitas in their tight dresses and 
high heels. The men were looking sharp and ready in full 
drapes and Stacy Adams shoes. At least I was not the only 
one in a plaid shirt.

When everyone got situated, a cat stepped to the cof-
fin and picked up a microphone: “When Fernando asked 
me to speak today, I was troubled. I could not visualize a 
world without Julio Ruelas. Last night I prayed for guid-
ance, and I received a message in dreams in the form of a 
love letter to each and every one of us, which I am going 
to read to you now.” The man adjusted his glasses and the 
people got quiet:

How are you? I just had to send you this letter to tell you 
how much I love you and care about you. I saw you yester-
day as you were talking with your friends. I waited all day, 
hoping you would walk and talk with me. As evening drew 
near, I gave you a sunset to close your day, and a cool breeze 
to rest you. I saw you fall asleep last night, and I longed to 
touch your brow, so I spilled moonlight on your pillow and 
your face. You awakened this morning and rushed off to meet 
the day. You looked so sad, so alone, and it makes my heart 
ache because I understand. My friends let me down and hurt 
me many times, but I still love you. We will spend eternity 
together in Heaven. I know how hard it is on earth, because 
I was there, and I want to help you. My Father wants to help 
you too. He’s that way, you know. Just call me, ask me, talk 
to me. I have chosen you, and because of this, I will wait 
because I love you. Your Friend, Jesus.

A breeze made a rustling sound in the trees along the 
road above, and in the distance you could hear the 5 free-
way hissing along. There was a small cassette machine 
sitting on the coffin lid, and the man pushed play and 

“Duke of Earl” rang out, followed by “Nite Owl” by Tony 
Allen, a brother from La 38. Then blue and black balloons 
were released, and that was it.

The people turned to go, but a problem arose when the 
women couldn’t get back up the slope in their high-heeled 
shoes. This caused some confusion until the short man 
with the raspy voice organized a chain of hands to help the 

women up. He and I happened to be together towards the 
top, and he spoke to me. “I checked it out yesterday, and 
I knew this would happen,” he said.

This is it, you sorry-ass bean brain, I thought. “Fernan-
do, I have a confession to make to you. It was me, Johnny 
Dolor, that took the parts from your shop. Joey Tube-Face 
didn’t have nothing to do with it; it was between me and 
my uncle.”

He put his hand on my shoulder. “No sweat, Johnny; 
I was paid. As a matter of fact, that money paid for this 
funeral.”

“You’re not sore?”
“I’m retired now; I needed the cash. Forest Lawn don’t 

cut you no slack.”
“Thanks, Fernando; that’s a big load off my mind.”
We hugged. “Welcome back,” he said.

*  *  *

So that’s how it is. In the end, Olvera Street is not real—but 
it is close enough, good enough. Frying lard, perfumed 
candle wax, sticky cactus candy. Big-hat mariachis, big-
assed tourists, skinny little kids, and teenage girls in all 
colors (you can’t tell who made them these days). Old 
mamacitas with their Chihuahua dogs, and old Chinese 
men with their long fingernails and baggy maroon sweat-
ers. Some things never change, except Maggie is gone—
she hooked up with a white chick in a pickup truck and 
took off for some pinche little town in Washington State. 
Come down to the Street and say hello to Louie; he’s get-
ting older, like me. You don’t have to buy anything. I’ll be 
out front—I have nothing better to do and no place else to 
go, and I’m happy to be that way. We can compare hand 
tattoos, if you like. Jappy Jaladays to you, esos.

Ry Cooder is a guitar player from Santa Monica, where he 

resides with his wife, Susan, and their cat, Pumpkin.
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KAREN VARGAS

The Old 
Martinez Hall

“We all come down together”
This is what I told you and you agreed
As we sat on a stump and sang drunkenly

“A la Puerta de Toledo” in the front yard
Of the funeral director’s home
In the old dirt plaza
Of the Ranchos Church
Throwing back tequilas
With one priest and two nuns
Lifting our heavy dresses up
To dance light patadas
In a burst of clean palmas
That moved our small procession
Across the main road at sunset
To the Old Martinez Hall
For Alegrías and Tangos
Surrounded by little girls
Proud bouquets of flowers
A bottle of wine and a lit candle
At every table
We gathered coins and
Standing ovations
Cantadora, you sang
A song by Camarón
For the niñas to dance Sevillanas
Surrounding you
In bright colors and patterns
Of pretty dresses and footwork
Sharp little attitudes
Your voice was
A gust of wind through young leaves
You were a wise old tree
Madre

Karen Vargas is a native of Northern New Mexico. She says, 

“I wrote this poem to commemorate a time when my fam-

ily and our friends sang and danced for many years at the 

old dance hall across the highway from Ranchos de Taos 

Plaza, site of the San Francisco de Asis Mission Church,” built 

between 1772 and 1816. Vargas’s poetry and short stories 

have been published in Epoch, Chokecherries: A S.O.M.O.S. 

Anthology, La Palabra: The Word is a Woman series, and a 

number of other books and literary journals. She has received 

a Taos Resident Writer’s Award and a Voices of Our Nation’s 

Arts Foundation Residency.
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ENRIQUE  
SACERIO-GARÍ

Multiple Places
…greater poverty than yours shall you see.

—Don Juan Manuel, in “Exemplo X” 
from El conde Lucanor

Neruda taught us
to see
two    worlds  on
Earth  to
enter    the   atom
with a telescope
to open the door
to the elements and reveal paths
of green and fire.

Faded maps
suffer the external debt
of changes imposed
by globalizers
of the steel shovel
and there is no
heaven no
peace and joy
no mothers without the scourge
of war but rather the stern
fortitude of Evaristo Estenoz:
the external debt we all owe to color
the segregation that obscures
the stars buried in our breast.

*  *  *

Also two Earths
revolve with the World
one Earth fights
with its natural rhythm
with all its strength
for each bud at sunset
for the color blazing horizons
for fruit from the tree
for the true blues of the ozone
and the empty breast
of another Earth trembles
gathering carnations torn to bits
fanning crimson red flames
or dreaming of the first Earth
filled with breads lost
in a space of illusions or mad frenzy.
On withered fields cars
speed along, drunk on gasoline.
Calcified flags fall cracking
crazed nuclei
shoot sparks and bits of time
as the planet turns on its
fragments of steps.

*  *  *

We turn our faces
and feel the states
of this doubling:
Two Earths
Two Worlds
night and day
the two islands
in one Cuba
of Segismundo’s
world is a dream.

*  *  *
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In fragments
multiple lives
translated
to be one man
to be one woman.
Let us live the two Earths
the one with her nucleus of lava
with her thick green hair
and the hands of a goddess
and the other who bleeds
clouds that burn the air
and darken the sky.
We must write for both
to defend their marrows crammed
with bullets and flowers
the planet texting
its many faces
with the same smile.

*  *  *

Martí felt
the wings of the Earth.
Two wings for the canary
and the sparrow hawk to fly
pecking, repeating
heartbeats
of the cenzontle and the quetzal.
Two nations as one we might glimpse
Martí’s two hands
Cuba
in the night of the poets.

—Havana, February 2011

—Translated from the Spanish by Suzanne Jill Levine

Enrique Sacerio-Garí is the Dorothy Nepper Marshall 

Professor of Hispanic and Hispanic-American Studies at Bryn 

Mawr College. His poetic works include Comunión (a concrete 

poem) and Poemas interreales (Pennsylvania, 1981; Madrid, 

1999; La Habana, 2004). His most recent book of poems is 

Para llegar a La Habana (To Arrive in Havana, Madrid, 2013), 

from which this poem is taken. His scholarly work includes 

editing a selection of Jorge Luis Borges’s early articles.

Suzanne Jill Levine, a distinguished translator of Latin 

American literature, is the Director of Translation Studies at 

the University of California, Santa Barbara. Her books include 

The Subversive Scribe: Translating Latin American Fiction, 

the literary biography Manuel Puig and the Spider Woman: 

His Life and Fictions (Farrar, Straus & Giroux), and her five-

volume edition of Jorge Luis Borges’s poetry and essays for 

Penguin Classics.
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ELIZABETH 
MCKENZIE

A Conversation 
with Translator 

Philip Gabriel
Murakami, Found  

in Translation

H aruki Murakami, the Japanese writer referred to 
by the New York Times as a “global imaginative 
force,” depends on several translators to bring his 

work to the English-speaking world. One of these, Philip 
Gabriel, is professor of Japanese literature at the University 
of Arizona in Tucson. The author of Spirit Matters: The 
Transcendent in Modern Japanese Literature and Mad 
Wives and Island Dreams: Shimao Toshio and the Mar-
gins of Japanese Literature, he has translated contemporary 
Japanese writers such as Masahiko Shimada, Senji Kuroi, 
and Nobel laureate Kenzaburo- O

-
e.

Gabriel discovered Murakami’s work in the mid-eighties, 
while living and teaching in Japan. “I loved his light touch, 
his humor, his often quirky take on life, as well as the touch 
of nostalgia for the past that often appeared in these early 
works,” he explained to Knopf editor Gary Fisketjon and 
fellow translator Jay Rubin in a roundtable discussion on 
Murakami. Later, Howard Junker, founder of the literary 
journal ZYZZYVA, asked Gabriel for one of his Muraka-
mi translations; “The Kangaroo Communique” was pub-
lished in the fall of 1988, the first of Murakami’s stories to 
be published in the U.S. In 1992, the New Yorker came to 
Gabriel for his translation of “Barn Burning,” and shortly 
thereafter he was translating Murakami’s novels South of 

the Border, West of the Sun and Sputnik Sweetheart as 
well as some nonfiction that became part of the book Under-
ground: The Tokyo Gas Attack and the Japanese Psyche. 
Since that time, Gabriel has gone on to translate Kafka 
on the Shore (for which he was awarded the PEN/Book-of-
the-Month Club Translation Prize), 1Q84 (Book 3), Blind 
Willow, Sleeping Woman (with Jay Rubin), and Muraka-
mi’s recent novel, Colorless Tsukuru Tazaki and His Years  
of Pilgrimage.

Literary translation is an exhausting process. Gabriel 
sets his goal at four pages a day. What he likes best is polish-
ing the developing draft, going over it again and again before 
going back to compare it once again against the original.

MurakamI himself speaks of finding his voice in Japa-
nese by writing first in English, then translating it back into 
his native language. (He is the Japanese translator of writers 
such as Raymond Carver and J. D. Salinger.) According to 
Sam Anderson in the New York Times, “You could even say 
that translation is the organizing principle of Murakami’s 
work: that his stories are not only translated but are about 
translation. The signature pleasure of a Murakami plot,” An-
derson says, “is watching a very ordinary situation … turn 
suddenly extraordinary … watching a character, in other 
words, being dropped from a position of existential fluency 
into something completely foreign and then being forced 
to mediate, awkwardly, between those two realities. A Mu-
rakamI character is always, in a sense, translating between 
radically different worlds: mundane and bizarre, natural 
and supernatural, country and city, male and female, over-
ground and underground. His entire oeuvre, in other words, 
is the act of translation dramatized.”

Once, while translating a quote from Pushkin’s poem 
Eugene Onegin that appears in Murakami’s Sputnik 
Sweetheart, Gabriel had a mini-revelation. He reviewed a 
number of reputable translations from the original Russian 
in English—no point in translating it from Japanese. He 
found four versions of these lines from Onegin:

1. He had no urge to rummage /  
in the chronological dust.

2. He lacked the slightest predilection /  
for raking up historic dust.

3. He lacked the yen to go out poking /  
Into the dusty lives of yore—
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4. He had no itch to dig for glories /  
Deep in the dust that time has laid.

I pretended to be Gabriel, weighing the choices; though 
to be fair, it was hard to judge them out of context. Number 
1 was okay, but “chronological dust” sounded a bit clunky. 
Number 2 didn’t grab me—“the slightest predilection” felt 
stilted, and “raking up historic dust” sounded like an un-
pleasant chore. Number 3 was eccentric, had potential. 
Finally, Number 4—“itch” and “dig” sounded crisp and 
modern and lacking in pretense. And “Deep in the dust that 
time has laid” had a handsome, metaphorical resonance.

Number 4 was also Gabriel’s choice. The lesson he 
learned was one he did not want to forget. He pinned these 
samples over his desk to remind himself every day that “there 
are so many possible translations of even one line. So very 
much depends on the voice you hear in your head…”

I corresponded with Philip Gabriel to find out more 
about how the process works for him.

—Elizabeth McKenzie

Elizabeth McKenzie: Translators Gregory Rabassa and 
William Weaver have pointed out that their own moods 
affect their work—some days they feel like saying maybe, 
other days they feel like saying perhaps.

Philip Gabriel: I  definitely agree. Mood is important. 
Some days I  surprise myself how smoothly the transla-
tion flows, while on other days it is a hard, arduous slog 
through each sentence. Several times I’ve had the experi-
ence where being very tired actually makes the transla-
tion work flow more smoothly. I suppose something closer 
to the unconscious mind is welling up at times like that. 
I’m also influenced by what I’ve just read in English, and 
I  have to be careful the narrative voice in the English 
novel doesn’t leak over to my translation when it’s inap-
propriate (Japanese teens sounding like Jane Austen, for 
example). Sometimes I deliberately try to read an English 
novel that, in my mind at least, reminds me of the Japa-
nese novel I’m translating. But this doesn’t always work 
out. I remember being excited to learn that, right after he 
wrote Kafka on the Shore (featuring a precocious fifteen-
year-old runaway boy), Murakami translated The Catcher 

in the Rye into Japanese. I grabbed my copy of Salinger, 
hoping it would put me in the right mood to translate 
Kafka Tamura’s monologues—Kafka must be a Japanese 
Holden Caulfield, right?—but discovered, quickly, how 
different these characters, and their voices, were.

EM: Have you ever been told you’ve enhanced an author’s 
material with your translation—a particularly apt inter-
pretation of a metaphor, or a word choice?

PG: That would be nice, but no, not really. The closest 
I got to this was when one author—Kenzaburo- O

-
e—sent 

me rewritten passages (totaling a couple of pages) for the 
novel Somersault after it was published in Japanese. He 
said he had rethought a few ideas and phrases post pub-
lication, and was now happy that the translation would 
more closely reflect his present thinking than the original 
(albeit in just a couple of places.) Tangentially, I have also 
run across the issue of mistakes in the original text. In 
almost all cases I have “corrected” these factual mistakes, 
which I suppose in a way has enhanced the author’s mate-
rial. I  think all involved would agree that fact checking 
in the U.S. is generally more rigorous than in Japanese 
publishing firms.

EM: Do you share Rabassa’s feelings that a translation is 
never finished? Was there ever a time you’ve translated 
a work from the Japanese that, despite your best efforts, 
seems to be missing a certain something it had going for 
it in the original?

PG: I basically agree with Rabassa. Every time I  reread 
my translations I find passages I would like to rework or 
rethink, parts that are perhaps, as you said, missing some-
thing. The best example I can think of is from Muraka-
mi’s novel Kafka on the Shore. One of the main characters, 
Nakata, is an elderly man with developmental issues. His 
speech is, as several other characters point out, unusual. 
One thing that makes it unusual is how, in Japanese, Na-
kata constantly refers to himself in the third person. In Jap-
anese it is common not to use personal pronouns as much 
as in English, so Nakata’s speech is a mix of sentences that 
either use “Nakata…” or, more commonly, no pronouns 
(“I”) at all. In English I could reproduce the third-person 
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sentences, but not the ones that omit “I.” I  suppose you 
could try it—I did for about three sentences before giving 
up—but this makes what was normal in the original Japa-
nese into something odd in English, so I didn’t. I ended 
up with a mix of third-person sentences and ones using “I” 
and “me.” It seemed to work okay, but it’s definitely miss-
ing something since the original has more of a feeling that 
all of Nakata’s utterances are in third person.

EM: Would you be willing to share an example of a pas-
sage you’ve translated that differs most from its literal 
translation?

PG: I don’t have a particular passage at hand, but I would 
like to underscore the difficulty of translating dialect. 
I was first drawn to one novel I  translated, Yoshida’s Vil-
lain, because of the Kyushu dialect of the young charac-
ters. I lived in Kyushu for many years and it reminded me 
of the way many of my friends speak. When it came to 
translating the novel, however, I soon found out how dif-
ficult and awkward it is to translate dialect. I’ve heard the 
story of how Edward Seidensticker, the famous translator 
of Japanese literature, struggled with the Kansai dialect 
in Tanizaki’s novel The Makioka Sisters, even experiment-
ing with having the dialogue sound like U.S. Southern 
speech before abandoning that idea. I went through the 
same process with Villain, briefly toying with the idea of 
having the characters sound “Southern.” I think a few trac-
es of that experiment still linger in the translation—there 
might still be a “y’all” that escaped—but overall I feel a bit 
frustrated that I couldn’t reproduce a sense of regionalism 
in the dialogue more closely. The same issue arose in the 
latest Murakami short story, “Yesterday,” too, which in the 
original has a much stronger feeling of Kansai dialect.

EM: Like the way Dorothy Sayers used an evocation of 
cockney for some of the dialects in her translation of 
Dante. Has Murakami ever asked for significant changes?

PG: He usually reads and comments on my translations, 
and has definitely improved the translations by helping 
me understand the texts more deeply and by catching 
some translation errors. Being a translator himself, he is 
conscious of the challenges of translating between two 

very different languages. I wouldn’t say he has ever asked 
me to make a significant change, but we have had to dis-
cuss how to handle some significant editing suggestions 
over the years. In an early magazine story years ago, for 
instance, the editor wanted to move the position of an en-
tire paragraph from the end of the story to the beginning. 
We reluctantly agreed to do so, but if I recall correctly we 
switched it back to its original position when the story was 
included in a short story collection.

EM: What about ateji—the literary technique unique 
to Japanese writing, in which the kanji  are used homo-
phonically but carry other meanings and associations. 
Does Murakami’s work play with the multiple readings 
of the kanji?

PG: This is one of the (almost) unique features of Japa-
nese that could potentially make the translator lose sleep. 
In some of his books, the names of people in the book 
(I’m avoiding the word characters because it is ambigu-
ous!), written in kanji, are significant and a topic of discus-
sion. Murakami  seems to favor unusual names recently 
(his early protagonists were mostly nameless), thus Ao-
mame and Tengo in 1Q84.

EM: You’ve been quoted as saying: “Stoicism in Japanese 
culture causes certain climaxes to be very low-key, and 
I’ve had to underscore certain scenes for an American au-
dience.” Could you say how?

PG: More often Japanese authors add what I think are ex-
traneous explanations of characters’ emotional reactions. 
For instance, having someone say, “I  can’t believe that!” 
and then add “he said, sounding dubious.” It’s obvious 
from the statement that he’s dubious, but often Japanese 
authors add these additional explanations, as if making ab-
solutely sure the reader gets it. The translator has to do a 
bit of editing as he goes along, in this and many other ways.

EM: For you, is the idea in a translation to render the 
work entirely as if written by someone in English? Or is 
there ever a sense of wanting to retain, in the syntax or the 
word choice, a flavor of the other language and culture?



98  Elizabeth McKenzie

PG: Generally, yes, you’re aiming at a text that sounds as if 
it had been written in English. If it reads smoothly in the 
original, then that’s how you want it to read in translation. 
And most Japanese novels I’ve worked on would fit into 
that group. If there is some deliberate “otherness” in the 
original text, then that needs to be taken into account in 
the translation and not necessarily smoothed over. So in 
theory the answer to your second question could be “yes,” 
but again, the copy editors and editor may opt for some-
thing that reads more smoothly. The final published trans-
lation is the work of many hands, not only the translator’s.

EM: In Murakami’s recent novel, Colorless Tsukuru Taza-
ki and His Years of Pilgrimage, published by Knopf in 2014, 
one can see your mark from the beginning. Here are the 
first two sentences of the novel:

From July of his sophomore year in college until the 
following January, all Tsukuru Tazaki  could think 
about was dying. He turned twenty during this time, 
but this special watershed—becoming an adult—
meant nothing.

You used the word “watershed” rather than the literal trans-
lation for: 刻み目, “kizamime,” meaning “notch mark.” 
You discarded “notch mark,” bypassed other possibilities 
such as “milestone” or “turning point.” “Watershed” brings 
very specific associations with it.

PG: The literal translation or standard dictionary defini-
tion just doesn’t work here. I can’t recall if I came up with 

“watershed,” or perhaps it was the editor. I may have started 
with “turning point” or something like that. I have a vague 
memory that I did. The point comes across easily in Japa-
nese, since age twenty is when one officially becomes an 
adult, but I felt something clear and unambiguous needed 
to be put here since U.S. readers wouldn’t necessarily as-
sociate age twenty with anything in particular. And you’re 
right, many words we choose—for instance, “watershed”—
will have associations that the original Japanese term may 
not. By the way, that opening paragraph also alludes to 
the Japanese school year and how it’s different from that 
in the U.S.: sophomore year for Tsukuru would start in 
the spring and continue on past summer break. There are 

many things taken for granted by readers of the original 
that may be potentially puzzling for readers in English.

EM: What was your experience working on Colorless Tsu-
kuru Tazaki and His Years of Pilgrimage?

PG: After the lengthy 1Q84 (which I only did one third 
of—hats off to Jay Rubin!) it was nice to work on a novel 
of more manageable length. I have thoroughly enjoyed 
translating all the novels and stories of Murakami’s that 
I have done, and Tsukuru was no exception. It’s a more 
somber story, but still with flashes of Murakami’s charac-
teristic quirky wit and viewpoint, and reading him (as I’ve 
been doing regularly since 1986) always feels to me like 
coming home.

EM: Any new translations in the works?

PG: I  just finished translating four short stories by Mu-
rakami and am working on a novel by the author Ko-taro- 
Isaka. Also some short essays on jazz musicians by Mu-
rakami.

Philip Gabriel  is Professor of Japanese literature in the 

Department of East Asian Studies, the University of Arizona. 

He is the author of Mad Wives and Island Dreams: Shimao 

Toshio and the Margins of Japanese Literature and Spirit 

Matters: The Transcendent In Modern Japanese Literature and 

has translated many novels and short stories by the writer 

Haruki Murakami, including Kafka on the Shore, 1Q84 (co-

translation), and most recently Colorless Tsukuru Tazaki and 

His Years of Pilgrimage, which debuted at #1 on The New York 

Times bestseller list. Other recent translations include Parade, 

by Shuichi Yoshida, and Genocide of One by Kazuaki Takano. 

Gabriel is recipient of the Japan-U.S. Friendship Commission 

Prize for the Translation of Japanese Literature (2001) for 

his translation of Senji Kuroi’s Life in the Cul-de-Sac, and 

the 2006 PEN/Book-of-the-Month Club Translation Prize 

for his translation of Kafka on the Shore.

Elizabeth McKenzie is the editor of My Postwar Life: New 

Writings from Japan and Okinawa, and was the recipient 

of the Japan-US Friendship Commission Creative Artist 

Fellowship. Her novel The Portable Veblen  is forthcoming 

from Penguin Press in 2016, and her short fiction has ap-
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Nonrequired Reading, among others.



C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

: 
T

H
E

 A
R

T
IS

T

ALLISON ATWILL

True Ch’ien, 2009
Charcoal on paper with acrylic and silver leaf,  
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JEWELLE GOMEZ

Alcatraz 
Reunion

for Dolores Has No Horses LeClaire

Mother is a tourist visiting me as I did her
when I was a child being raised elsewhere,
always worried she’d forget me.

Now we pretend she taught me
how to read or ride a bicycle;
that she waited by the door for me
to arrive after school or watched me
dress for my first dance.

We act as if we shared secrets
when I was a teen, anxious then
the world would see me
for who I am… a child separate
from a mother.

Boarding the ferry
we are not exactly strangers;
nor are we a fragrant recollection
of worlds lived side by side
giving shape to each other.

We are two aging women
buying memories from
the souvenir stand
damp by the gangway,
taking snapshots that will
remind us how alike we are.

It’s a cold ride and perverse
to be among those eager to
peer through prison bars and

glimpse long-passed misery,
the ghosts of anger pacing and
fear caged so close to city lights.

Only when we land does the spark
of Wampanoag and Ioway fill her eyes
as it did with her mother, as it does with me.

Prairie dust and Atlantic sea grasses
embrace this precipitous shoreline—
harsh and familiar;
mapping the beginnings.

Others stroll past us up the path toward
prison lore. We go deep, beneath
the thick, crumbling walls where
rock meets rock. Sacred space, not prison.

We cross the distance between us
on that hard, stolen place—
Ioway and Wampanoag meeting
Ohlone, Pomo, Yurok, Hupa, Shasta and
Hopi, Modoc, Sioux, Paiute,
Inuit, Choctaw. A nation of nations,
the soft shuffle of their feet on stone
in a dance meant to
bind all together.

Sitting on a bench finally we hold hands
as we might have done when I was a child.
Clinging tight as if the pressure
of our palms will allow us to
read each other’s pasts.

—This poem is part of the permanent installation in 
the Native American exhibit on Alcatraz.

Jewelle Gomez is the author of seven books, including the 

double Lambda Literary Award winning novel, The Gilda 

Stories, which will have its twenty-fifth anniversary publica-

tion in 2016. Her dream play about James Baldwin, Waiting 

for Giovanni, premiered in 2011. Her new play about singer/

composer Alberta Hunter premieres in 2016. Her forthcoming 

collection of poetry is entitled Still Water. www.jewellegomez.

com; @VampyreVamp
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MITCHELL UNTCH

Highway 5 
to the 218 

on through 
Bakersfield

I roll down the window of our car
and press my face to the wind,
set the banners of my hair sailing
as I watch telephone poles flip by,
the cactus loom like empty coatracks,
miles of thick mountains brown.
Clouds are everywhere reshaping the ground,
shadows and sunlight exchange places
as if lining up for a group photo.

Bolts of light pull up like weeds through
cracks in the floorboards of retired shacks.
Spidery homesteads of empty hammocks
swing in long stretches of windowless rooms.
Like film that’s been overexposed,
storefront signs hang by a nail,
soured by too much light. Abandoned,
no James Wright here. This is any mile.

We zip through junctions, past road signs to Cedar Mill’s
off-ramps where antiques live out their past lives—
washbasins, blue and white chipped china cups
hung with delicate fingers, rimmed with conversations,
further, tented fruit stands, seasonal berries
that struggle to keep their own skin, undocumented,
handpicked in their warm woven wooden cradles.
Lures: half-price turquoise two exits away,
restrooms, gas stations, turnarounds.

There is nothing on the radio, nothing on the air.
The road opens up like a river opens wide.
Four lanes will get you to where you’re going
faster than two with a crossover in between.
Wind snags the windshield, the canvas
on the hood of our car sounds as if someone
is trying to rip the lid off a coffee can.
I glance at my watch as cows kneel knee-deep in grass,
backs sloped like half-smiles.

Though there is no one else on the road,
I suspect there is someone looking at us
through a kitchen window’s wide-angle lens,
a widow perhaps wiping dishes,
watching our rubbery shadow drive by,
one of few moved to where she is
to get away from where we came.

I wonder who lives where nothing is,
who or what inhabits the spare?
Where paths to doors turn out like roots,
and trees, ghostly vessels that wait to bloom,
wave us on, wave us through
God’s country like no other,
making it possible we were never there.

Mitchell Untch has been a Pushcart Prize nominee, and 

a finalist for the C.P. Cavafy Award, the Poetry Society of 

America’s Cecil Hemley Memorial Award, and the Atlanta 

Review Poetry Contest. His poetry has appeared in many 

journals, among them Nimrod International, Beloit Poetry 

Journal, Poet Lore, North American Review, Illuminations, 

and Baltimore Review. He lives in Los Angeles.
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NEAL SNIDOW

Meter to  
the Black

Composition of Loss

I n 1996 I began to make pictures of my hometown in 
Southern California. A beach town, it offered photo-
genic attractions like sunsets and “views,” but those 

weren’t what drew me. Instead, I chose as my subjects de-
tails of the suburbia in which I had grown up: apartment 
facades, backyards, bits of parks and schools, as well as 
odd, anonymous objects—railings, fences, electric meters. 
Like my subjects, I was practically invisible myself in my 
middle-aged pursuits. I photographed them methodically 
from a tripod onto black and white film, a wordless man 
bent over the camera framing images of a retaining wall 
or ground littered with eucalyptus leaves.

It’s hard to remember now why this project presented 
itself with such force, but one of the main causes must have 
been the great grief my wife and I were then experiencing. 
After years of trying to have children, we’d lost a horribly 
expensive in vitro pregnancy—our last chance, or so we 
felt, at being parents, and we were devastated. A painful 
blankness took hold of life. My wife would come home 
from work each day in what seemed to me a white, chalk-
like haze of hurt. As for me, on semester leave from my 
job teaching English, I had plenty of time to stew; and in a 
genteel, steady, and prodigious way, like the pale host of my 
Virginia forbears, I drank from March through May until 
I couldn’t drink any more. The drink, the triple Scotches 
doubled and trebled, achieved its familiar tincture of de-

pression, a permanent iris effect like a soiled copper wash 
out on the edge of things, a sort of peripheral yellow the 
acid hue of film development chemistry.

I  felt deeply lost. Then, like a sudden punctuation 
mark, I felt a chest pain one afternoon while I was cook-
ing dinner. I kept sautéing onions, wondering what to do, 
but the pain didn’t stop. At the emergency room, all tests 
for this fugitive heartache turned negative, but during 
the night I spent under observation in the hospital, the 
larger questions of mortality—of what Emerson called “the 
lords of life”—kept appearing as embodied dream figures 
in my half-sleep: querulous old men losing their way to 
the bathroom, and strapping night nurses guiding them to 
their beds in loud, hectoring voices. At one point early in 
the morning, a strange woman strode from nowhere into 
the room as though in a James Thurber cartoon, looked 
brightly at me and then at the patient heretofore hidden 
behind a screen in the next bed. “Oh you have to see this!” 
she said, and cheerfully threw the curtain aside to reveal 
my absolute twin, a bearded middle-aged lookalike who 
grinned ecstatically at me like a lost brother before burst-
ing into the stuttering baby talk of a stroke victim.

As a lifelong reader, it was disappointing in a time 
of crisis to see how little solace there was in this central 
activity of my personality. As if in a B movie, I could see 
my hand dipping fatefully into the motel nightstand for 
the Gideon Bible, therein to find that peace that passeth 
all understanding, but this melodramatic instant never 
arrived.

Instead, I continued to plow through my current book, 
something by the Jungian James Hillman. I was feeling the 
double bind of interest and frustration that talk about the 
soul brings to the soul in pain—everything seems right 
enough, but none of it makes one feel any better. However, 
Hillman kept mentioning “the images,” and this puzzled 
me. I supposed he meant the pictures in dreams; but this 
felt incomplete, in the same way Hillman’s whole effort, 
despite its brilliance, lacked some crucial efficacy, like out-
of-date medication—perhaps like the prodigious flow of 
J&B and Johnnie Walker I’d been purchasing the last few 
months under the discreet liquid eyes of the East Indian 
convenience-market manager and his sari-clad mother 
seated beside the newspaper racks. I let Hillman’s book 
go idle, but the idea of pictures stayed with me; and as the 
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summer came along, I thought I might go to Southern 
California to visit my mother and take some photos.

*  *  *

My first California neighborhood, an area of apartment 
houses near the beach where my parents and I lived from 
1953 to 1958, had always drawn me in a powerful way. We 
moved out of the apartments to a house in a subdivision 
three quarters of a mile off, where my mother still lived at 
this time; but my trips south would always include a visit 
to those older, beach-shabby but somehow luminous and 
magnetic blocks. There at the old apartment was my bed-
room window, looking out as it always had onto the quiet 
street, the palm trees, the ocean just beyond at the end 
of the block with its same steady sound and light. I could 
imagine my younger self in there still, reading, painstak-
ingly assembling a model plane in the perfect silence of 
the past. I could give him a soundtrack—maybe “Cupid, 
draw back your bow,” or “I’m painting it blue,” or even the 
Nat “King” Cole Show from a distant room that would 
enfold my small mental cutout into its own depth like a 
View-Master or pop-up book—and yet I could never will 
this figure to look up or speak.

Occasionally, I’d feel myself break through the present 
to something deeper—or perhaps “fall through” is a better 
figure: on my rambles, I might be overwhelmed with a sud-
den sadness, a primal ache spread wide like noise between 
distant stations on the radio, or the sound of surf at night. 
This I understood in some way to be a truth of childhood. 
I never knew when this uncanny visit might come, and 
despite often badly needing assurance that the flat and 
denatured present was not the world’s last answer to what-
ever my question was, such glimpses could never be willed. 
But when they came, they came with force: pedaling over 
my old school grounds one day, I rolled idly toward a rusty 
backstop where we used to play ball, only to feel my whole 
body start to shake with some ancient emotion; it was all 
I could do to keep my balance. All through this period, the 
precinct of the apartments continued to exert its gravity 
until I finally had a dream in which I gazed down on the 
apartment from above, filled with the uncanny knowledge 
that “here the work would continue.”

But of course a lot of time had passed—forty years. 
That seemed a long while to be obsessing over a worn-out 

apartment house. My generation had no shortage of nar-
cissists fretting over their supposedly bad childhoods—not 
bad in the sense of violent, hungry, or poor, but as somehow 
not leading to a happy adulthood, a far less certain indict-
ment. So I was a skeptical pilgrim. As befits soul work, 
signs and portents accompanied the enterprise. Once, see-
ing a new vacancy sign outside the apartment, I got the 
idea of passing myself off as a prospective renter in order to 
get inside—the interior spaces, I was sure, would act on me 
like the bike ride across the playground, only much better, 
setting off depth charges of forgotten feeling. These trans-
ports I would somehow hide from the manager as I went 
from room to room, ad-libbing a cover story. But when 
I finally worked up courage to pick up the phone for an ap-
pointment, my ear was blasted by a shrill howling, neither 
computer nor fax but a banshee wail I’d never heard before 
(or since), warning me off. Another time, again on my bike, 
I saw that not only was the very apartment we had occupied 
vacant, but that someone was inside cleaning it. With a 
rising sense of good fortune I dropped the bike in the ivy 
front yard and went to the screen door. “Hello,” I called 
to the woman vacuuming the living room, “I used to live 
here. Would it be okay if I looked around?” The woman 
briefly surveyed me, eager, large, bearded, sweating, wear-
ing grimy bike gloves, and sensibly answered, “No.”

So later I began to take pictures. Photographer friends 
at the community college where I worked had taught me 
an old-fashioned black and white technique that seemed 
intriguing. Mostly I was hoping to make an image that 
would remind me of the Folkways album covers I had 
loved in high school, those post-Walker Evans photos of 
weathered doorways and played-out guitars filled with nos-
talgia and Americana. But the moment I set up the camera 
and tripod in the old neighborhood and saw these scenes 
from my past through a viewfinder, I felt a thrill that was a 
surprising ownership, a bringing to light, an alchemy that 
could turn a brooding sorrow into an artifact of reflection. 
Standing over the camera in the beach overcast early in 
the mornings and going through the somewhat arcane 
process of metering to accommodate such slow film often 
felt like a daring, righteous theft punctuated with a shutter 
click. I would hurry from spot to spot, muttering to myself 
with eye screwed to the viewfinder, nervous that an apart-
ment resident might catch me: one by one I felt I was free-
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ing objects and places from some drowsing captivity—the 
mailbox, the incinerator, the porch, the stairs.

*  *  *

My father had passed away three years before on these 
sweet gray sidewalks, walking his dog—a heart attack so 
swift the cut on his chin from the fall never bled. The 
blocks he was walking are curved rectangles two lots deep 
at their ends. There are no alleys, no glimpses down and 
within, so at night the secret hearts of the houses and their 
realms of darkness behind the garages and at the ends of 
the yards are individual, not communal. Within these shad-
ows, possums hang from overhead electric wires, snails are 
stealthy in ivy beds, and cats watch from the warm tops of 
water heater enclosures. Walking the boulevard, you feel 
sealed off, walled away from the residential streets mov-
ing at right angles into the subdivision. The magnolias, so 
scrawny in their plantation, Eisenhower years, have long 
since secretly broken through into sewers and cleanouts, 
and in their forties and fifties are thriving—huge, vivid, 
and glossy, studded with enormous white blossoms. Father 
made his way past these under the streetlight and their 
moving, liquid shadows, and then one short block along 
the boulevard, off the curb and across the street parallel 
to ours, and along the next short block.

On the evening of his funeral, I  felt seized by pre-
ternatural energy and began striding the way Father had 
gone along the light gray sidewalk, past the place of his 
collapse and down toward the ocean. The Palos Verdes 
Peninsula rose to my left, twinkling with lights. I walked 
with purpose, quickly and firmly, suddenly struck with the 
certainty that the energy with which I was walking was 
endless, that I would never tire, that I could easily walk 
all night, crisscrossing the South Bay street after street. 
I moved down toward the ocean and into the apartments, 
stitching the streets, reeling off block after block, holding 
the ocean itself off for a while, still just wanting to move 
swiftly among the apartments, absolutely tireless and alert 
past their nighttime presence, their empty courts, stair-
wells, garages, glowing windows; gliding past them in the 
shadows, I knew everything there was to know about these 
places: their storage cabinets, laundry rooms, crawl spaces, 
fuse boxes, hardware, eaves, and vents—all seemed lit from 
within as I strode along. I moved up and down the avenues, 

following the old shapes of the dune and the bay, the primal 
beach and seagrasses bought and sold for a hundred years 
by the Figueroas and Ainsworths and Huntingtons, and the 
gray scrub shore where people gathered moonstones—and 
where, at the turn of the century, two old men had slept 
side by side in the salt works office at the lagoon, selling 
salt by the hundredweight, grumping through the long gray 
customerless days before turning in midst the surf-roar and 
the seabirds scudding overhead: these old dreaming men 
tossing on their cots while buoys sounded their bells over 
the rush of surf as they did when I was myself a child fever-
ish and sleepless—this was the layer I felt sure I could get to 
just by walking quickly and steadily enough. For a period 
in my mid-twenties, I’d taken to running in the evening, 
young and fit enough at least to glide along streets, alleys, 
and avenues past the flowing and dreamlike diorama of 
planters, apartments, yards—it was this power I felt I was 
recovering as the sidewalks unreeled beneath my feet.

He had retired from the May Company department 
store where, after managing Housewares and Hardware, 
he rose at last to run the credit office on the third floor. 
He’d had several heart attacks, but like other of my male 
relatives from the Second World War generation, this 
onslaught had made him more stoic than cautious. On 
one of my photo trips after his death I had occasion to 
do some business for Mother at the May Company, and 
found myself on the third floor, near the credit office—a 
blank sort of place just opposite the escalator. He’d stood at 
the window and greeted the often angry customers whose 
credit cards had been rejected at the registers in Boys or 
Juniors or Notions, explaining patiently how purchasing 
one item on credit and then returning that item and pur-
chasing another item, also on credit, did not necessarily 
lower or erase one’s overall balance or lessen the need 
to make timely payments. This news would have been 
delivered in his Southern accent, soft and polite, blue 
eyes blinking more quickly as the explanation repeated. 
The space where he stood looking out at the escalator that 
was rolling his clients ever closer was large and white, a 
still heaven of furniture displays and empty model rooms 
through which occasional customers threaded singly or 
in meditating pairs. He leaned his blue May Company 
men’s-department suit against the white cabinets, braced 
a knee throughout the afternoon to give his leg a rest—his 
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wing-tipped shoes, toes slightly upturned, fitting snugly 
into the soffit below the storage. One floor below was the 
small music department where I’d often wait with Mother 
for his shift to end, mesmerized by the jazz albums and 
their bold mid-century covers: Francis Wolff ’s portrait of a 
young Coltrane listening with an unfathomable attention 
to playback at the Blue Train sessions; or later, that pho-
tographer’s warm color photo of Horace Silver’s handsome 
father, immaculately dressed and Panama-hatted, bathed 
in a park’s autumnal light the same tobacco-hued tone of 
Joe Henderson’s wreathing tenor-sax solo in “Song for My 
Father”—the title track in F-minor, as Leonard Feather’s 
liner notes have it, “plaintive rather than mournful.”

*  *  *

I wanted to be on the street early with my camera, be-
fore too many people were up. The hour between six and 
seven was best. I’d have scouted the day before, walking 
in offhand alertness, not thinking too much, and waiting 
for something in the passing scene to tug or catch at me 
in some inner way—like a rough surface snagging cloth. 
Spaces were what I was looking for, the feel of a slight 
concavity that was more memory than physical presence, 
remembering—as a kid, perhaps—where I glanced, where 
we were walking.

Freud, so I learned, felt that memory was a stratum in 
the mind where our pasts lay perfectly preserved, funerary 
objects in the burial chambers of recall. However, as my 
pictures accumulated, I saw that this was clearly an overly 
optimistic theory of the mind’s ability to stabilize the past. 
Poring over contact prints or making enlargements, I knew 
that each revisiting of memory was as much creation as 
re-creation. Though the photos might make a sort of lan-
guage for re-speaking the past, this was a tongue in which 
metaphor held priority over name.

I was already well acquainted with tropes of loneliness 
from childhood—the compulsive blank gaze at window 
boxes, sea light, and the desert pleasure of empty sights 
and sounds. These spaces began to show up in the photos 
from the beginning. I felt drawn to surfaces that, like the 
suburbs themselves, seemed “blank” at first glance but on 
which could be seen a subtle patina of history as well, a 
trace of lost time within which some sort of answer to the 
present might wait.

I found I took many pictures of blind windows, pulled 
to these voyeurs’ locales where the desire to see within was 
suspended in the surface interest of the window’s texture 
itself: glass, muntins, frame, sashes, cracked putty, salt-
corroded aluminum, the flawed stucco at the window’s 
edge—I began to imagine all these as figuring the ways 
we have of looking within and back. I felt drawn to doors 
and fences subject to the same decay against which they 
defended, as well as architectural details, walls touched 
with the circular rub of an absent plant, or the patina of 
repainting. There were plants as well—succulents, bam-
boos, grasses, palms, and pittosporums in subdivisions and 
vacant lots, once the subject of an orderly agenda but now 
vestigial, a scrim between past and present. There could 
also be images of power and understanding sent under-
ground, ordering systems grown into crude networks, tex-
tured with time; I made pictures of taps, utilities, electric 
meters, wires, fixtures, and other traces of life’s galvanic 
body rising into the light—perhaps like the dreams we 
recall and reconstruct, now condensed into daylight sys-
tems of value, of what we need to have been, and what 
instead seems to be.

It was important that these images be unpopulated. 
It was objects I wanted, and the “tears of things.” Church 
icons, their historical roots in Egyptian funerary portraits, 
radiated a stillness that was a sign of their subjects having 
passed over, and the sacred nature of the image was a qual-
ity of that unreachable stillness. Now when I opened the 
shutter to let the morning’s gray light settle over the film 
emulsion, the shards and surfaces of my neighborhood 
seemed to take on a similar poise.

On my photography expeditions, I’d stay with Mother. 
As always, I did a lot of listening. Everyone told stories in 
our family, and many were delightful. However, no one 
was quite the tale-teller mother had become over the years. 
Mother’s stories were never improvisatory or searching; in 
the theology of narrative, she was a firm predestinarian. 
Once a story had been heard, at the appearance of its first 
words one knew one’s fate ineluctably for the next few 
minutes, for, once relaunched, the tales never varied in 
incident, detail, point of view, or conclusion. And it would 
have taken a bolder Lollard than Father or me to interrupt 
this ritual; the fixed brightness in Mother’s eye and the 
tiny but unmistakable tremor of emotion in her voice gave 
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strong warning that her moment was not to be tampered 
with. In the usual family way, I had managed to grow up 
knowing all this without really knowing it, but now that 
there were just the two of us, my role as audience became 
far more constrained.

Sitting with me in the den as we drank coffee and read 
the Times, she unrolled several from her old repertoire—
tales going back to her childhood in Nebraska: of the time 
her parents encouraged her to learn to skate by taking her 
to the pond in Lincoln and simply leaving her there one 
winter afternoon; what her cousin had shouted at the radio 
quiz show regarding the geography of a certain town in 
Missouri; what her first husband, the man who had died 
in the war, whose name had been mentioned fewer than 
half a dozen times the first forty years of my life but who, 
now that Father was gone, was coming more and more into 
her narrative rotation, had said of the dance band at the 
mixer at the University of Nebraska one evening in 1942. 
As Father had done, I smiled and nodded. But it began to 
occur to me: my pictures are my anti-stories. I sensed in the 
mute and inexplicable calm of those images I liked best 
a small chamber of air against this narrative avalanche.

In the meantime she began a more recent story, an up-
beat anecdote of what the Korean owner of the coffee shop 
at the pier had said in his endearing broken English. Under 
the nacreous overcast of her morning health walks, senior 
get-togethers, and the anxious pressure of her emerging 
role as an unattached person, a new colony of small, fixed 
narratives was forming in Mother like seed pearls.

But suddenly she mentioned seeing me. “Oh you did?” 
I said. Interruptions in the narrative flow were unusual, 
especially references to me; I had never learned not to be 

surprised at them, and a little alarmed.
Mother had been returning from the pier past the 

Presbyterian church, and there I was, a half block away 
on South Juanita, her son, bearded, overweight, once per-
haps a person of some promise but now a childless and 
unforthcoming freshman composition teacher in his late 
forties, for some reason pursuing a new activity—hauling 
a tripod and camera around the neighborhood in which 
he’d grown up and, at the moment as she was driving past, 
hunched over and peering through the viewfinder at what 
seemed to be a pittosporum in a vacant lot.

“Yes, I was on Avenue D and there you were,” she said, 
“and I thought Bless his heart, there he is, taking his pictures.”

*  *  *

I was looking for traces; the successful photo, I was learn-
ing, was one in which a certain neighborhood air was—at 
least to me—immanent.

In the blocks near the apartment, with its light-struck 
beauty, the beach sun stippling full on the stucco surfaces 
in the emptying bliss of the onshore flow, the quiet was 
of a certain post-trauma recovery, a blinking out into the 
day. People in this neighborhood often seemed stuck, be-
calmed. In the breezes and thinning sun, polite alcoholics 
made their deliberate way to the Party House for a quart 
of vodka, holding themselves erect, slightly eroded at the 
face but neat and clean, wincing a bit as they walked in 
nice slacks and carrying a folded hankie in a hip pocket. 
There were also sharper-dressing, underemployed men in 
their forties, carefully coiffed in pompadours or a modest 
roach, wearing cabana shirts and sport togs, aviator sun-
glasses, buckled loafers (during the seventies, of a blinding 
whiteness), about to be or just having been separated from 
their wives, sellers of Ninety-Eights and LeSabres, resumes 
listing “expediter” experience at Northrop or Hughes, ad-
journing to the 488 Keys or the Windjammer for drinks 
through the long overcast afternoons.

As a movie fan, it had long seemed to me that apart-
ment life at the beach was made for the estrangements and 
floating dread of noir, that post-war corrective to the Sunset 
magazine enthusiasms of the Golden State—the quiet, for 
one thing; the long, breathing afternoons, the ocean’s sigh, 
the soft, searching light, the isolating fog—and when the 
fog burns off, the clarity that is even more isolating in its 

This is the lonely 
hour to which the 
day’s whole isolation 
has condensed...
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gorgeous emptiness. In the apartments themselves, one 
learns, people are escaping, gone to ground. The apart-
ments I knew were silent, globes of cool bright air. Out of 
these, people issued forth, but quietly, toward the garages 
at the back or under the units. Even on fine summer days, 
there were never throngs at this part of the shore; people 
arose out of the landscape singly or in twos and threes, 
making their way to the beach, crossing the Esplanade and 
disappearing down the ramps to the ocean.

As a child, a small but vivid bubble of dread, a chill in 
the spirit level of the afternoon, might intrude any time. 
Alone in front of the apartment, at my chores of chop-
ping ice plant or sweeping sand, there might be a furtive 
shake of a window shade across the street, or from a second 
story the trembling of blinds and then their coming to 
rest where a hand had plucked them. Once, an older boy, 
maybe nineteen, materialized on our street in a fatigue 
jacket, strolling past my broom and me with what looked to 
be an M1, a big blocky rifle he carried with self-conscious 
ease on his shoulder before disappearing into the haze of 
the late afternoon light.

As a child I had become invested in the nearness of 
the ocean, a great whispering void a hundred yards to my 
right as I lay in bed in the apartment on Vista del Mar, and 
where the fact of solitude took up permanent residence 
within me—the “view of the sea” that named our street.

On many days during this time, the beach’s most es-
sential state was as a vast locale of roiling, dirtied cream, 
the wind of the late afternoon when everyone has gone 
home and the county guards are shuttering their small, 
stilted stations. Surfers called this “blow out time,” when 
the onshore chop and its crosscurrents ruin rideable waves 
and the sky is bleached in dazzle in the coming overcast. 
This is the lonely hour to which the day’s whole isolation 
has condensed, until the small, cream-walled apartment 
a block back from the ice-plant bluff behind me begins to 
exert a certain gravity from its zodiac of lighted windows, 
its hose for rinsing feet, slab porch, dinette table, and mur-
muring television.

Preparations for the sunset are occurring in the west-
ern sky above the horizon, a bleached ivory yellowing, then 
fogging to gray that will brighten later into sullen red. I am 
seven, eight, or nine, swimming, flopping around in the 
roaring foam, diving under the swells to ride out the chop 

in perfect safety in the green undersea cavities as the surf 
crests silently above my head—with E. most likely, my 
inseparable mysterious friend of the perpetual red base-
ball hat, long pale fingers, red-knuckled, given to warts, 
the equanimity of unspoken understanding. He lives in a 
shabby, rambling, two-story, bow-roofed, green-shingled 
jazz-age bungalow overlooking the ocean. Behind him at 
his door when I come to play hangs the great misshapen 
face of his brain-damaged younger sister gazing at me like 
a damp mottled rising moon, slurring my name in her 
unerring memory—or, once, seated on their driveway in 
the same gray late afternoon roar, the pitching ocean a 
backdrop, her white legs splayed open doll-like on the old 
weathered concrete, suddenly jetting an astonishing arc of 
urine like a rainbow from between her thighs, the stream 
of prodigious, exquisite waste turning yellow and copper, 
even purple in the westering light as her brothers laugh in 
their agony of embarrassment. E. is my eternal partner in 
movies and games—out of the surf we shiver, drape our 
small pale bodies in towels, find our glasses, those mutual 
badges of weakness, rinse our feet at the showers, step into 
our “go-aheads,” trudge the steep ramp to the street above. 
Inside the apartments as I walk home, the televisions begin 
their glow, a brave gay melancholy I associate with the 
hour of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Leerie the Lamplighter, 
that cheerer of the shut-in—“O Leerie, see a little child 

I sensed in the mute 
and inexplicable 

calm of those 
images I liked best 

a small chamber 
of air against this 

narrative avalanche.
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and nod to him to-night!” reads Mother, the surf now a 
distant sibilance in the perfect loneliness of the graying 
streets of The Village.

*  *  *

Back home upstate, several hundred miles from The Vil-
lage, I set up a darkroom. We had adopted a baby, were 
parents now, so there was limited time for printing. But 
every once in a while I could get into the darkroom and 
make images. Our daughter was sweeping us forward in 
that ferocious tidal pull parents come to know, but this 
advancing into time still seemed to require some backward 
motion. In an old cabin on our rural property, I hung black 
plastic over the windows, put the enlarger on what had 
been a kitchen counter, covered the sink with a door blank, 
arranged trays over its surface, laid a trickling garden hose 
in the rinse tray, ran its suction drain into the bottom of 
the old sink, cleaned some house screens to set up as drying 
racks, and started to make prints.

Once my eyes adjusted I could see the images darken 
in the trays. Anyone who has developed pictures knows this 
pleasure, the image rising slowly out of the ghostly squares 
rocking in their fluid.

Twenty years before, we’d sold our house in Redondo 
and moved to Northern California in one of those events 
that, like ground shifting along a fault, just seem to occur; 
I can’t recall ever supplying a friend, relative, or even myself 
with a coherent reason for this move except that it seemed 
the thing to do at the time. Now, coming into the cabin 
and seeing the images on their drying racks, I thought of 
my father, a lifelong exile from his beloved Virginia birth-
place. As it did for so many, the war had picked up his 
family and sent it spinning across the country. He loved 
Southern California, but still—how deeply we had lived in 
the shadow of his loss. I couldn’t deny that I also felt like an 
exile: I could still recall the day we’d moved north, how in 
the middle of packing and car loading I needed suddenly 
to drive up to one of the empty stretches of beach around 
20th Street in Manhattan Beach, walk across the sand and 
dive in one last time as a native, a local, one who belonged, 
floating under and looking up at the wave, at its glassy es-
sence, its clear and glaucous light passing over and gone.

But the images demanded that exile, couldn’t have 
existed without it.

“Meter to the black,” I was instructed, “then back off 
two f-stops and let the highlights take care of themselves.” 
At 25 asa stepped down to 12, the tripod mustn’t tremble, 
the mirror has to stay locked in the up position, you have 
to stand to one side and trigger the shutter with a remote re-
lease as if waiting for that comic flash in the pan of powder 
in some old frontier studio. But those miniature fireworks 
never come; instead, the subjects of your gaze remain mute 
during their sixtieth, or thirtieth, or quarter, or half, or 
even whole second-long capture before the shutter snaps to 
a close. Then those “lords of life” are left to the breathing 
world, while in the camera lie waiting the sonograms in 
grayscale of the subtle body of the past.

Neal Snidow teaches English at Butte Community College 

in Northern California. “Meter to the Black” is excerpted from 

his memoir Vista Del Mar, to be released in the summer of 

2015 and available at www.vistadelmarbook.com. He com-

pleted his undergraduate work at the University of California, 

Riverside, and at St. Andrew’s University, Scotland, and holds 

a masters degree in English from the University of Virginia. 

This is his first publication.
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ALIETE GUERRERO

Autumn 
Damask

A Song for My Forest

T he heavy rain woke me. There had been a cold 
front, which came down from San Francisco 
bringing flash floods, mudslides, and much nui-

sance. The city woke up a mess. It was 4:26. I turned on a 
small lamp to help quell the dimness. Silence, except for 
the faint humming of my Lenovo. The lights flicked for a 
second as if a blackout would soon take place. I didn’t mind 
the cold, but I didn’t want to lose power.

I logged onto Facebook and read an article about mak-
ing pie crust. It said that there were “teachable secrets” that 
led almost infallibly to good results. The important thing 
was to have a method. I regretted not having one to make 
the dough for the molasses cookies my grandmother used 
to bake when I was five. My boys would have loved them, 
but I wouldn’t know how to start. My husband, Henry, was 
a chef, and the kitchen belonged to him. He owned all the 
cookbooks, except for Aphrodite: A Memoir of the Senses, 
by Isabel Allende, which I had gotten at a bookstore in San 
Francisco that summer. It felt too late for me to start cook-
ing, but I was taken by the literary aspect of the exquisite 
book. My favorite recipe was called “Madame Bovary,” a 
dessert made with cherries, mixed berries, and red currants. 
At least as a Brazilian I could effortlessly pull a perfect shot 
of espresso that delivered aromatics of passion fruit. No Ne-
spresso in our house.

The rain intensified. The crackling of the fire expand-

ing the metal in the wall heater broke the silence. I turned 
a page in my Smithsonian magazine and began to read an 
article about stopping wildlife crime. The piece reminded 
me that Africa and Asia were reeling under a poaching crisis. 
The pile of confiscated ivory tusks cast a crashing sound. 
I could hear them being torn from the elephants with chain-
saws to make ivory goods.

I was seeking a great sanction against poachers who 
were devastating my Amazon Forest. My grandmother 
Iracema was a daughter of the Aruaques, but encroachment 
made the city her tribe. In my house in Rio, there was a 
photograph of Grandma on the wall. She is dressed in a 
black, long-sleeved dress as though in mourning. She wears 
a cross necklace that doesn’t fit her at all. She had been 
Christianized by her Portuguese husband and had grown 
solemn. She longed for her forest of staggering plants and 
mesmerizing iguanas. I promised her that I would never 
marry a colonizer, and I also promised that I would not 
forget the stories she told me when I was a child—they were 
pressed onto my skin, and impressed in my blood and bones.

When I was seventeen, I was in her forest for five hours, 
yet it seemed like a hundred years. I heard songs, the drums 
of my ancestors, their voices in shades of green, a green nev-
er heard before. The remaining Aruaques had to fight new 
oppressors, such as the Brazilian government—including a 
dam technocrats were planning to build near their reserva-
tion. Both Portugal and Brazil were merciless executioners 
of nature. Their mess was a crime against humanity. I could 
still hear a cry coming closer, blasting the silence that night, 
and promised them that justice would not be denied.

I clicked on my iTunes and began to listen to “Blue 
Train” by John Coltrane. The silence had been filled with 
warm and soulful music. Like Isabel Allende, he had a 
method, which made me wish I had one for going back in 
time and reading the letter my father wrote me five days 
before he died in Brazil. He called to say that he was ask-
ing for forgiveness through words he had measured care-
fully. The letter arrived in my mailbox seven days after his 
demise. I didn’t want to hear from the grave, so I burned it. 
Was a daughter supposed to be folded, crumpled, bent out 
of shape? His colossal hands molded me into something 
to have at his disposal. What was the price of a daughter? 
Was the cost of a daughter epsilon? Was her value less than 
marginal? He had acquired me for basically nothing. I never 

CAROL GAAB

Silent Spaces in Between, 2015
Acrylic, collage, metal, rhinestones,  

on wood, 22 x 25 in



CATAMARAN  1 17

C
R

E
D

IT
: 
P

A
U

L
 H

E
N

R
I 
IM

A
G

E
S

wanted to mend the ties that had bound me to him. I left his 
house, and took the road he would never walk on. My life 
was no longer a wrong turn, a dead end. I had blossomed 
into a red Autumn Damask rose exuding a subtle aroma of 
Indian Attar, golden-tipped, with a bit of a hard edge. I had 
an awry sense of gravity, and suicidal veins that burst open 
from time to time.

I touched the Stargazer in an indigo vase on my desk. 
She was beginning to wane. Her vivacious red and pink 
were tinged purple, the color of a bruise that takes weeks to 
wear away. I remembered not having a method for making 
the ones in my life fade fast enough. Some had lingered 
for decades. My father’s encroachment was midnight blue, 
the same color of the ink I used to write him a letter say-
ing that my garden of grudges against him had yielded the 
most stunning gardenia. She was thriving, although she 
required an acid soil, and protection from midday and win-

ter sun. I cautioned that she could have perished at any 
given moment.

The sun was up by the time I had finished reading the 
article on poaching. The rain continued to fall in a steady 
stream. It sounded like a brook except for the sound of an 
eventual car on Verdugo Road breaking the flow. Los An-
geles was being flooded for her own good. I picked up my 
pen and began to write a song for my forest. I was free and 
unafraid. I had a method for that.

Aliete Guerrero is a Brazilian-American writer from Los 

Angeles. Her assimilation process has been tethered to a 

loss of cultural heritage, but through her writings she fuses 

her two worlds in a brand new universe. Her writings also 

reflect her passion for nature, art, and her struggles with 

bipolar disorder. Her memoir titled The Tightrope Walker is 

in progress.
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PANIO GIANOPOULOS

Girlfriend

N either handsome nor outgoing, of unknown 
employment and shabbily dressed, Nicholas 
was a poor candidate for infatuation. It was 

weeks into the school year before Hannah even noticed 
him, though her disinterest had less to do with any specif-
ic absence of appeal than a disregard for men in general. 
Since her divorce four years ago, she had gone on a num-
ber of dates—a few set up by friends, the rest arranged 
online—but regardless of initiative or responsibility, the 
results had been similarly disheartening. It was not just 
that most of the available men her age professed them-
selves uninterested in commitment. She, too, when newly 
divorced, had had little interest in resuming the chain of 
oppression and suppression that had characterized her 
eleven-year marriage. It was that when these men did at 
last decide to commit, and they almost always did, they 
chose partners who were eight, ten, even twelve years 
younger. Dismissing everything that they had learned 
through the agonizing collapse of a marriage about 
the necessity of parity and mutuality, they scooped up 
a twenty-nine-year-old and blithely started over. Had it 
not been for her son, Hannah would have written off the 
entire male half of the human race. Thanks to Ethan, she 
merely seethed at it.

She first met Nicholas during parent volunteer pickup 
duty at Corsair Private Elementary. Pickup duty did not 

actually consist of willing volunteers: the school ran and 
enforced a random selection process—a lottery in which 
you won an inconvenience, like jury duty, or a cancer 
scare. On the day that it was Nicholas’s turn, he stood by 
the chain-link fence waving children through the gate, a 
red-and-white-striped electric bullhorn dangling by its 
strap from his wrist. As a new parent, he did not know 
many of the families, and his failure to quickly match 
the children to their parents was holding up the line of 
approaching cars. In the midst of this slowdown, a third-
grade boy snatched a girl’s knapsack and, hooting with 
triumph, scrambled up a tree. Hannah watched Nicholas 
hesitate, besieged on one side by impatient drivers, and 
on the other side by an eight-year-old girl already well 
acquainted with the influence of tears.

“It’s okay, we’ll get it back,” he reassured the crying girl; 
but the instant he took a step away from the gate into the 
schoolyard, he was blasted with a honk. “Hang on,” he 
called out. As he hurried to the base of the tree, additional 
honks followed him like little goslings.

Hannah slipped her phone into her purse and walked 
over to the contested tree. She grabbed the bullhorn, still 
attached to Nicholas’s wrist, and yanked his arm upward 
so that she could comfortably reach the mouthpiece. “Get 
down, Jackson. Right now. Or I’m calling your mother.” As 
the boy scrambled down the trunk, proclaiming his inno-
cence, Hannah led Nicholas back to the gate by the wrist. 
She swiftly dispatched the waiting students while Nicholas 
stood on the library steps, using the 30-watt bullhorn to 
wish the children a good afternoon.

“Nice sneakers!” Nicholas announced, startling a 
fourth grader en route to the afterschool soccer program.

“Give me that,” Hannah said, and reached for the bull-
horn. “And your vest.”

He shrugged free of the reflective orange vest and 
handed it to her. She wrapped it around the bullhorn and 
tucked them both into the volunteer bin.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’m Nicholas, by the way.”
“Hannah.”
“That was good teamwork,” he said.
“You didn’t actually do anything.”
He laughed uncertainly, straightening his back. He 

was taller than she had first thought, and his bottom teeth 
were crooked, like a foreigner’s. He had thin but persistent 
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blond hair and an easy smile and he was not bad looking, 
in the simplistic way that any man could be acceptable if 
you were angling for competence. For a moment, Hannah 
recalibrated her opinion of him, dismissing the awkward-
ness and the diffidence as the byproducts of intelligence. 
Then she caught him nodding to a young mother dressed 
in yoga pants and a tank top, and a flash of anger singed her.

“I’m late to pick up the twins from their afterschool 
class,” he said, “but maybe—”

“No,” she interrupted.
“No what?”
“No to anything. To everything. Not interested,” she 

said, and walked away.

*  *  *

Hannah glimpsed Nicholas a few days later after dropping 
off Ethan at school in the morning. He was shepherding 
his son and daughter to kindergarten, and he briefly let go 
of the boy’s hand to wave to her from across the blacktop. 
It was a big, broad, canvas-covering stroke of congeniality. 
Hannah ignored him. Her friend Melissa waved back.

“You know him?” Hannah said.
“He’s one of the dads from Chloe’s class. Nick Jenson.”
“What do you know about him?” Hannah said.
Melissa shrugged. “Divorced. Straight.”

“His sneakers tell me that,” Hannah said. “I mean his 
background. Job. You know.”

Melissa widened her eyes and jerked her head at Ethan.

“Hey, off to class,” Hannah said, smacking her son on 
the rear.

“Mom.”
“And don’t forget your father’s picking you up today. 

I want you home by seven thirty, homework done.”
As Ethan slouched away, Hannah turned to Melissa. 

“Well?”
“I really don’t know very much,” Melissa whispered. 

She led them toward the Parent Association Meeting 
Room, a converted teachers’ lounge now used for com-
mittee gatherings. Beside the door hung a bulletin board 
to which colorful sign-up sheets had been pinned like  
extracurricular butterflies.

Melissa switched on the light and entered the room. 
“I think he’s some kind of musician?”

“Then how does he afford two kids at Corsair?”
“His ex-wife’s a corporate lawyer,” Melissa said, slipping 

out of her beige trench coat and laying it on the counter. 
She placed her purse atop it.

“Attractive?”
“So-so. She has weird skin. She gets peels too often. You 

know how it can look … papery?”
“Does she come to school a lot?”
“I only saw her the first day,” Melissa said, and sniffed 

the coffee pot, wrinkling her surgically reduced nose. “It’s 
either him or a Filipino nanny. He’s a very involved dad. 
Seems like a good guy.”

Hannah grunted. She didn’t believe in good guys. 
Men were just monsters in varying states of revelation and 
collapse.

“Filters…” Melissa muttered, and began rummaging 
through the low cabinet.

Through the window, Hannah saw Nicholas coming 
back across the school courtyard alone. The Parent Associ-
ation Meeting Room was adjacent to the campus exit, a 
common place for parents to stop and talk. Hannah made 
brief eye contact with him, then turned away, tilting her 
chin downward slightly. Her college boyfriend had told her 
that her left side was more attractive, nearly the only thing 
that she still recalled from their relationship. She held the 
pose, waiting for Nicholas to enter the room.

“Got it,” Melissa said, and waved a crenelated white 
filter at Hannah. “So how do you know him?”

Hannah gave in to curiosity and looked outside.

She didn’t believe  
in good guys.  
Men were just 
monsters in varying 
states of revelation 
and collapse.
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Nicholas was gone.
A rush of embarrassment overtook her, and was in-

stantly replaced with irritation.
“Ugh,” she said, and rolled her eyes. “He’s obsessed 

with me.”

*  *  *

Despite being the co-chair of the school fundraising 
committee, Hannah skipped Corsair’s annual Oktober-
fest fund raiser event that year. She had been invited to a 

“Girls’ Getaway” in New York City with five friends that 
she rarely saw anymore. They had all met in Los Angeles 
when in their early thirties, most newly married and some 
of them pregnant or soon-to-be-pregnant with their first 
children. Since then, everyone but Hannah had moved 
from Southern California, and everyone but Amanda 
and Celine—who was hosting the weekend at her home 
in New Jersey, on the outskirts of the city—had gotten 
divorced. Hannah anticipated a wild, vaguely vengeful 
weekend of heavy drinking and dancing in Manhattan, 
and at the expense of considerable interpersonal capital 
she secured Melissa as a fill-in for the fundraiser and her 
mother as a fill-in with Ethan.

The morning of Hannah’s departure for the pro-
posed debauchery, two of the women dropped out due to 
emergencies. Hannah was not particularly well versed in  
statistics, but the odds of two out of six women felled by an 
emergency on the same weekend seemed highly unlikely. 
Worried about the virality of defection, Hannah sent a  
rallying group text as she boarded her LAX–Newark flight: 
Forget those bitches. Onward, ladies!

She slept on the plane and touched up her makeup 
in the airport bathroom before getting a cab. When the 
taxi pulled up to Celine’s home, Hannah glanced around 
the suburban Bergen County neighborhood with appre-
hension. This felt nothing like the outskirts of Manhattan—
more like its ankle socks. She rang the doorbell and was 
startled when Celine’s husband opened the door. Behind 
him, Celine’s eight- and ten-year-old sons were chasing 
each other up the gray carpeted stairs.

“I thought this was a girls’ weekend,” Hannah said as 
she entered the kitchen where Amanda, Celine, and Kelly 
each hugged her with one arm, careful not to spill their 
red wine.

“It is,” Celine said, brushing aside a loop of her curly 
hair. “But since it’s just the four of us now, there was room 
for David and the kids to stay. They won’t get in the way.”

“As long as they’re not my kids and husband,” Amanda 
said.

Everyone but Hannah laughed wildly at this minor 
joke, eager to dispel the sudden tension. Hannah had 
always liked Celine least of the six. She considered her 
self-satisfied to the point of complacency and resource-
fully passive-aggressive. “Half French and half haircut” 
was how Hannah had once described Celine to her  
ex-husband.

Whether it was some form of heightened pattern rec-
ognition that came with turning forty, or if she had simply 
befriended three women who had since become woefully 
predictable, in that moment Hannah knew exactly how 
the weekend would turn out. She could have scripted it, so 
accurate would her predictions of disappointment and re-
sentment turn out to be: the noisy Italian dinner swimming 
with pinot noir; the strident babble about children and hus-
bands and ex-husbands and boyfriends (everything they 
had endeavored to escape that weekend); the enthusiastic 
suggestion to go out dancing and, as soon as they saw just 
how young the crowd had become, the equally enthusiastic 
decision by the married women to head back to Celine’s 
so as “not to ruin tomorrow.” For Hannah, who in Los  
Angeles was routinely besieged with an anxiety about aging 
so great that, were it an airplane, it would suck every bird 
in the Southern California sky into its engines, the girls’ 
night out in New York City had been intended as a glorious 
countermove, a celebratory parry to this generalized alarm. 
Instead, she found herself at two in the morning dragging 
Kelly by the hand along 7th Avenue, both of them gloom-
ily drunk and disastrously underdressed for the autumnal 
cold. As Hannah hunted in vain for a taxi that would ferry 
them to New Jersey, Kelly huddled close behind, bemoan-
ing her latest breakup. “Why is everyone off duty?” Hannah 
demanded, waving her arms at distant yellow cars.

“He didn’t want a partner. He wanted a distraction,” 
Kelly said.

“This is unbelievable,” Hannah said, as another car 
flew past with its overhead light switched off.

“He’s still going on the New Orleans trip. Even with-
out me.”
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The traffic lights had turned red all at once. Hannah 
strained to see down the avenue, searching the idling cars 
for possibility.

“He cc’ed me on the hotel e-mail. That he didn’t need 
a suite anymore but still wanted a room. Isn’t that crazy?” 
Kelly said.

“You deserve better than him,” Hannah said. She 
stamped her feet against the concrete sidewalk to warm 
her legs. Shivering, she cupped her hands to her face and 
breathed onto them. “We’re catches. Catches,” she said, as 
a new unsympathetic fleet of cars for hire sped past.

*  *  *

Hannah returned to Los Angeles late Sunday evening 
flush with a feeling of relief that bordered on happiness. 
She thanked her mother for watching Ethan, and quietly 
began to unpack so as not to wake her son, asleep in the 
other room. She was carrying her cosmetics bag down 
the hallway when she noticed her mother standing by the 
bookshelf in the living room.

“You’re still here,” Hannah said.
“Oh.” Her mother smiled and leafed through a biogra-

phy of Sylvia Plath. Unlike Hannah, her mother was not a 
reader, and the large hardcover book looked as implausible 
in her hands as a bugle.

“Did you want something?” Hannah said.
“Oh, it’s … maybe we should discuss it another time.” 

She folded shut the book and slid it into the shelf.
Hannah dropped the cosmetics bag onto a chair and 

crossed the room. She removed the book from the novels 
among which her mother had slotted it and returned it to 
its correct shelf.

“Did something happen with Ethan? I know he can 
seem aloof sometimes, but he’s just spacey.”

“No, no, Ethan was wonderful.” She inhaled in that deep, 
yogic, nostril-flaring way that always subtly shamed Han-
nah, since the closest thing she had to a spiritual practice 
was screaming “Fucking Christ!” when she stubbed her toe.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, I’m not going to 
force you…”

“I  met someone,” her mother said, exhaling at last. 
“A man.”

Hannah shrugged. She was not particularly surprised 
by this revelation. Men had always been attracted to her 

mother. As a young woman, Hannah’s mother had occa-
sionally been approached by modeling agents—though 
Hannah’s father, a jealous and fearful man, would never 
allow his wife to pose for photos—and even now, a widow 
in her early sixties, her mother remained athletic, tall, and 
slim, with silver-white hair halfway down her back and an 
austere bone structure that prompted frequent yet inac-
curate speculation of Native American ancestry.

“What does this have to do with me? Wait—is it getting 
serious? Are you guys talking marriage?”

“Oh no, no!” her mother said, trilling. “We just met 
yesterday, Hannah. At the pumpkin patch event you asked 
me to bring Ethan to—”

“Oktoberfest.”
“—but it was a very interesting conversation, he’s a nice 

man, and he invited me out for coffee and I didn’t want to 
respond until I’d discussed it with you. After all, it’s Ethan’s 
school, and I didn’t—”

“Mom, it’s fine,” Hannah said, waving her hand as if dis-
persing an unpleasant odor. “I don’t care what you do. Go 
ahead, get coffee with random grandparents. It’s your life.”

“Oh no, he’s not a grandparent, he’s a parent,” she said. 
“He says he met you recently. Nicholas Jenson?”

*  *  *

Joyce was surprised by her daughter’s restraint. A week and 
a half passed before Hannah asked her mother if she had 
ever met with Nicholas—this from a girl who had been so 
determined to figure out what she was getting for Christ-
mas every year that once, after spying her mother leave the 
house with a small unmarked box, she had inadvertently 
dug up the body of her dead hamster in the back yard. 
Joyce had wanted to protect her six-year-old daughter from 
the death of her pet by getting an identical-looking hamster 
while Hannah was at school, and it was with considerable 
frustration that she demanded, “Why would I be burying 
your Christmas present?” Hannah had no reply except the 
mistrustful glare with which she always, it seemed to her 
mother, considered the world.

Indeed, tenacity had been the silent partner to Han-
nah’s curiosity: she was as stubborn as she was nosy, and 
once Joyce confirmed, with uneasy vagueness, that she 
had met Nicholas for coffee, Hannah peppered her mother 
with questions.
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Where did they go? What time of day was it? What did 
he wear? What did he drink? Did he sit facing the door? 
Did the people there know him? Did he excuse himself 
for the bathroom? Multiple times? Did he cover his mouth 
while speaking? Did he talk about his ex-wife? Did he take 
out his cell phone and place it on the table or leave it in 
his pocket?

“Oh I can’t remember,” Joyce insisted, though in truth, 
it had been a memorable encounter—not because she had 
assessed a series of behavioral maneuvers that, together, 
signified a greater probability of romantic intention, but 
for the simple reason that it had been pleasant. Nicholas 
had a patient demeanor, he smiled often, he paid attention 
when she spoke, he did not continually redirect the con-
versation toward himself, and perhaps most notable of all, 
unlike the few men that she had met with socially since her 
husband’s death, Nicholas did not seem to be auditioning 
for a caretaker or an audience. He just liked her.

“Well, I’ve got to hand it to him,” Hannah said. “He’s 
creative.”

“Oh, have you heard his music?” asked Joyce, prying 
the lid off of the blender and dropping in a handful of  
watercress, a Persian cucumber, and a quartered green 
apple. “I’ve been curious to hear it.”

“No,” Hannah said. “I mean creative about this.”
“This?” Joyce said. She peeled a banana and dropped 

it inside the blender, placing the peel beside the squeezed 
lime and the apple core in the compost container under 
the sink.

“Getting on my good side. Cozy up to the mom and 
then, bam, you’re in. It’s a little old-fashioned. Not to men-
tion fucking creepy.”

Joyce winced.
“What? Ethan’s watching tv in your room. He can’t 

hear me.”
“Honey,” Joyce said gently, “I think you misunderstood. 

Nicholas didn’t meet with me to … sway you.”
“Well, he’s not going to come right out and say what 

he really wants. Men are a little more devious than that, 
Mom.” Hannah rolled her eyes, flashing the same expres-
sion of pleased superiority as when she had helped her 
mother create a Facebook profile (whose friend request 
Hannah had swiftly ignored).

“If he bothers you again, just let me know,” Hannah said.

Joyce nodded unhappily. Her excitement had been 
contaminated by her daughter’s distrust, and doubt slowly 
crept into her heart. She did not believe that Nicholas had 
intentions for her daughter—whenever Joyce had spoken 
Hannah’s name, Nicholas had merely blinked, as if waiting 
out a television commercial—but it occurred to Joyce that 
neither did it mean that Nicholas had intentions for her, 
either. Had she misinterpreted his kindness and attention, 
his curiosity and friendliness, as something romantic?

When a week had passed and still Nicholas had failed 
to contact her, despondency overtook her. She had imag-
ined everything. Though she had engaged in nothing but 
the mildest flirtation, she punished herself with made-
up visions designed for maximum humiliation: sprawled 
across the coffee-shop table like a desperate supplicant 
while this man, twenty years her junior, struggled to cour-
teously hide his horror and disgust. She had become pre-
cisely what she had feared all these years: a joke. When in 
her mid-fifties, even before her husband had died, Joyce 
had understood that she was no longer allowed the same 
desires that had once been begrudgingly permitted a wom-
an. She was too old for lust and for longing. Gradually the 
world had come to view her sexual longings and impulses 
as untoward, distasteful, or worst of all, ridiculous—so 
unlikely to be reciprocated as to be amusing, a pratfall  
of desire.

Then, the following Wednesday, Nicholas called.
Although Joyce had told herself that she would have 

preferred it had he never contacted her again, the alacrity 
with which she answered her cell phone belied this asser-
tion. Nicholas began with a hasty apology for the belated-
ness of his call, something about work and coordinating 
child care, and then asked if she was free on Friday eve-
ning. A musician he knew was performing at a jazz club 
in Pasadena.

“I don’t care much for jazz,” Joyce said.
“He’s really good,” Nicholas said.
“I  don’t doubt it,” Joyce said. She was surprised by 

the coolness in her own voice; she had not consciously 
summoned it, and she was unsure whether it revealed  
actual, suppressed anger or whether it was an instinctual 
imposture meant to chasten and entice him. It had been 
so long since she had been courted—if, God forbid, that’s 
what this even was—and she had forgotten how warlike 
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these things were. The feints and the flattery, the tactics 
and the tactlessness, the sincerity bleeding into affection, 
the affection bleeding into fear, like a chess match by 
players who spontaneously disregarded the rules. Nicho-
las tried for a few minutes to persuade her to attend the 
show with him, but Joyce made it clear that she was un-
interested, a front of indifference that haunted her the 
moment the call ended and she realized what she had  
just done.

It took all of her restraint to keep from calling Nicho-
las back and shouting that she would accompany him to 
Pasadena. Drawing on the lifelong reserve of a beautiful 
woman, for whom rejection is an especially bitter cruelty, 
she successfully resisted calling him for three days. And 
then, on Saturday morning, once the date had passed and 
she had ensured that she could not undermine herself, she 
dialed his number.

“It’s Joyce,” she said. “What did I miss?”
He had a soft laugh, and over the phone it had a ten-

dency to sound almost accidental, like a cough had gotten 
misplaced on its way out of his mouth.

“You didn’t miss anything,” he said. “I didn’t go.”
“Why not?” she asked with satisfaction.
“I  didn’t want to go alone. It would have been 

depressing.”
“Oh.”
She hadn’t expected honesty, and it briefly disarmed 

her.
“Well, I’m on my way to the beach,” she said, recover-

ing her levity. “If you’re interested in coming along, we 
could meet there.”

“In November?” Nicholas said.
“It’s sixty-five degrees outside.”
“Clearly a new West Coast transplant,” Nicholas said. 

She did not remind him that she had moved to Los Ange-
les over six years ago—after the death of her husband and 
to help raise her grandson—since except for widowhood, 
she had not been called new in reference to just about 
anything for quite some time.

“I’ll bring the bodyboards. Do you have a wetsuit?” 
she said.

“Ha-ha, sure. One wetsuit coming up.”
They agreed to meet at noon near the thirteenth life-

guard station between Santa Monica and Venice. Joyce ar-

rived early and waited by the water, scanning the bike path 
for him. The beach was barely populated, the volleyball 
courts unattended, and the lifeguard stations boarded up 
for the season. Very few people would be coming. When 
she spotted Nicholas crossing the bicycle path on foot, she 
stood and waved unnecessarily.

“Where’s your wetsuit?” she said as he approached. 
Dressed in shorts, a tee-shirt, and an unzipped hoodie, he 
had a backpack slung over his shoulder.

“My what?”
She motioned to the two bodyboards stacked along the 

edge of the towel, and the blue and black wetsuit draped 
across the top board.

“I thought you were kidding,” he said.
“Why would I be kidding?”
He tugged at the drawstring to his hoodie.

“Why would that be a joke?” she said.
“Well it, uh, wouldn’t,” he stammered. “You’re wel-

come to … own a wetsuit. I just thought … I figured…”
Joyce watched him continue to fidget with the 

drawstrings. She had always been active, a dedicated 
runner, a strong swimmer, and a serviceable tennis 
player, and over the past few years the frequent visits 
to the beach with her grandson had led her to take up 
bodyboarding—but of course none of that was imag-
inable to this man, she thought with chagrin, whose 
reference point for a sixty-two-year-old woman was 
most likely a Warner Brothers cartoon widow in a 
black housedress and tight gray bun, waving a cane. 
She felt her confidence and excitement implode once 
again, the tenuous structure of hope collapsing in  
upon itself.

“Even though I grew up around here I rarely come to 
the beach…” he began, but Joyce interrupted him.

“It’s fine. You don’t have to explain.”
“I’ve just never been into surfing or any of that. Seems 

a lot of effort for very little payoff. Plus I hate to be cold in 
the water. But who knows? If you vouch for waterboarding, 
maybe I’ll try it.”

“Bodyboarding,” she corrected. “Waterboarding is a 
form of torture.”

“Right.” He laughed his quiet little cough. “Freudian 
slip.”

Joyce blushed. When anticipating meeting a younger 
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man, she had tried to purge certain words from her lexicon 
so as to avoid any discomfiting moments; foremost among 
these words were Freud and Oedipus.

Nicholas knelt in front of his backpack and removed 
an oversized striped beach towel. He laid it on the sand, 
anchoring two corners with shoes and a third with the 
bag itself. The fourth corner flopped over like a dog’s ear. 
Squinting up into the sunlight behind her, he motioned 
for her to join him. Joyce removed her sandals and walked 
toward the towel, the warm sand displacing beneath her 
bare feet.

They sat and faced the ocean together, watching the 
white-hemmed waves tumble with rough constancy onto 
the beach. It was a senseless and comforting sight. They 
spoke intermittently, lightly, happily, neither trying to  
enchant nor failing to endear, and at some point, after the 
wind had blown her long hair across her face again and 
she had reached up to tuck the wild silver strands behind 
her ear, she laid her head on his shoulder.

The next time they met, they went out to dinner. Then 
it was his turn to have the twins, and she did not hear from 
him for a few days. When he called her up again, it was 
to invite her to a photography exhibition at the Hammer 
Museum. Another dinner followed, then another daytime 
outing, this time at the Getty. Joyce was pleased with the 
invitations but wondered what, exactly, Nicholas wanted. 
Except for that single moment on the beach in November, 
the physical intimacy between them had been tentative to 
the point of near-absence. Nicholas did not try to kiss her, 
hug her, or hold her hand, blurring the already shadowy 
line between friendship and attraction. So a week before 
Christmas, she invited Nicholas over to her home for din-
ner. She picked up a vegetarian entrée and two sides from 
the supermarket and reheated them in the oven, not both-
ering to cook from scratch, as the intention of the night 
was to sleep with him, not to impress him with a quiche. 
Besides, she reasoned, if she succeeded, he wouldn’t care 
what they ate, and if she failed, then she would have wasted 
her time cooking an elaborate meal.

He arrived with a bottle of red wine, a predictably in-
definite gift that she thanked him for while leading him 
to the kitchen. Despite her initial bravado in setting up 
the evening, she was nervous, and she drank half of the 
bottle before they had even begun their meal. For his part, 

Nicholas was more talkative than usual. Recently he had 
taken a job at a software company, composing soundtracks 
and incidental music for video games, and the corporate 
experience seemed to alternately agitate and intrigue him.

“I don’t know what I expected, exactly,” he said. “But 
it’s not—I don’t hate it. I thought I would.”

“You’re not very hateful,” she said.
“They really like what they do. The people work-

ing there. That might be the difference. What I wasn’t 
expecting.”

“It’s good to like things,” she said, and then cringed at 
her blandness. All night she had been worrying about com-
ing off as chaste or asexual, and here she was, dispensing 
mild homilies. She poured herself more wine, thinking of 
her daughter’s unfailing provocation. How she had raised a 
girl like Hannah, who would say or do just about anything, 
had often flummoxed Joyce—now, however, she envied her 
daughter’s fearlessness. Thankfully, it was not an unattain-
able state, as Joyce confirmed an hour later when she tossed 
the empty second bottle into the recycling bin and tottered 
back to the table. Nicholas had pushed his chair back a few 
inches, and without thinking, Joyce sat on his lap.

“Oh,” he said.
“I’m on your lap,” she said.
“You are. Hello.”
“I sit sidesaddle—like a lady.”
He laughed, and finally, mercifully, kissed her. She 

placed her hands on his shoulders to steady herself. She 
could feel a flush of heat spreading from her face to her 
neck and across her chest, and then it bloomed throughout 
her body without order or passage, on the soles of her feet 
and the backs of her knees and the palms of her ringless 
hands.

She led him out of the dining room into her dark, low-
ceilinged bedroom. They slipped under the covers and 
undressed without speaking. She had done everything 
possible to get him to this place, yet now that he was here, 
she was seized by a terrible fear that almost caused her to 
call it off. What if he didn’t want her? What if he found 
her creased and sun-damaged skin unseemly, her wrin-
kled neck repellent, her sagging breasts shameful? What 
would he think when he saw her flaccid stomach, the gray 
smudge of her cesarean scar nearly as old as him?

It was a world of youth, and while years ago she had 
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indignantly reconciled herself to invisibility, the prospect 
of visibility and all the attendant judgment and rejection 
suddenly upset her even more. Then she felt him beside 
her, excited, straining; she heard his shallow breath in her 
ear, and the persistence of male desire reassured her. Her 
husband’s tendency to stray had once tormented her; she 
had despised his biological rationalizations masquerading 
as apologies, thinking his self-portrait of lust cowardly and 
juvenile; and thus it was an unexpected gratification to 
benefit from this same ineradicable lust all these years later.

Nicholas, to his credit, was nothing like her husband. 
He was as gentle and thoughtful in bed as he was out of it, 
though unfortunately he was also exceedingly affectionate 
afterwards. As much as Joyce still enjoyed making love, her 
interest in postcoital cuddles had diminished, and after a 
polite request from Joyce, Nicholas dutifully pulled back.

As the weeks passed, they continued to see each other 
whenever Nicholas’s busy work and parenting responsibili-
ties and Joyce’s grandparent duties allowed them the time. 
There was a second and more severe impediment to their 
relationship, however, that had nothing to do with sched-
ules: Hannah. Joyce did not want her daughter to know 
about Nicholas, and she tried to avoid going anywhere with 
him where they might run into Hannah, Hannah’s friends, 
or parents from Corsair. It was an impossible dodge to 
indefinitely sustain, but Joyce had kept secrets from her 
daughter for a lifetime, and she believed that she could 
do so again. Then one day in late February, she received a 
phone call from Nicholas asking her what kind of car her 
daughter drove.

“Hannah’s car?” Joyce said. “It’s a … Civic. Honda 
Civic.”

“Is it blue?”
“It’s cobalt.”
“What’s cobalt?” Nicholas said. “A kind of green? I’m 

bad with colors.”
“Dark blue. Why do you ask?”
“Because I think she might be following me.”

*  *  *

Nicholas had first noticed Hannah in the Starbucks park-
ing lot. Rather than wait in the lengthy drive-thru line that 
jutted out onto Lincoln Avenue like a fragile segmented 
appendage, he parked and went inside to order. He had just 

dropped off the twins at school and would not see them 
again for three days, and distracted by that disorderly col-
laboration of sadness and reprieve particular to divorced 
parents sharing custody of their children, he initially failed 
to spot Hannah crouching behind the wheel of her car. It 
was only after returning to his vehicle, while waiting to 
merge with traffic, that he glimpsed her face in his rear-
view mirror.

He was about to wave when a rare pocket opened 
up and he surged forward into the lane, flinging a failed 
greeting over his shoulder. It did not occur to him that it 
had been anything but a coincidence until he observed 
Hannah, fifteen minutes later, entering the gas station 
that he had just pulled out of. Later again that evening 
he saw Hannah pushing an empty cart around the su-
permarket. While they both drank coffee in the morn-
ing, both had to fill their fuel tanks, and both had to buy 
groceries, the unlikeliness of three sightings in one day 
intrigued him. Rather than presume any pursuit on Han-
nah’s part, however, Nicholas wondered if perhaps this 
was the universe telling him that it was time to dispense 
with secrecy. Joyce’s insistence on her daughter’s ignorance 
had always seemed unnecessary to him, a throwback to a 
family dynamic that was, by now, surely outdated. Their 
three near run-ins seemed like signs that they needed to 
become friends, that all of this subterfuge was silly. It was 
the kind of dreamy, upbeat, magical thinking that had ini-
tially charmed, then gradually incensed, his ex-wife, who 
had contended that his childish, imprudent outlook had 
ensured her having to work nonstop as she shouldered the 
family’s financial burden.

“So work less,” Nicholas had replied. “We don’t need 
money to be happy.”

“You’re kidding, right? You’re not really saying that.”
“We can manage.”
“How? We have a mortgage. We have two car payments. 

Insurance. Utilities. The cable bill alone is two grand a 
year. Then there’s—”

“So we’ll stop watching tv.”
“Nick, we have kids! That means preschool. Then 

twelve years of private school. Then college. Not to men-
tion all of the extracurricular activities, the clothes, the 
toys and the bikes and the birthday parties. Do you have 
any idea how much all that costs?”
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“A lot. I know, I know,” Nicholas had said gently. He 
was accustomed to giving reassurance, not just because he 
believed in serendipity, but because it had always fallen 
upon him to smooth things over in his family. The young-
est of five children, he had relied on the pacifying charm 
of innocence and sweetness throughout his childhood and 
well into adulthood. But just as the coquettishness and 
petulance of the starlet are endearing at eighteen and un-
bearable at forty-five, so are the goofy optimism and sunny 
persistence of the indigent musician.

“We can figure this out,” Nicholas had assured his 
ex-wife, even when she had begun suggesting divorce. 

“I can try to get a regular job. I don’t know who would 
hire me, but if you put yourself out there, the universe  
will listen.”

“The universe? Don’t talk to me about the universe, 
Nick. The universe fucks you. That’s what it does.”

Now, a year after the divorce had been finalized and 
six months after finding the steady employment that might 
have saved—though more likely merely prolonged—his 
marriage, Nicholas still believed that things had a way of 
working themselves out. He was not immune to melan-
choly, but he had a resistance to it that could almost be 
called a talent, and upon glimpsing the profile of his girl-
friend’s daughter at the distant end of the soup aisle, he 
hewed to this cheerfulness and approached her.

“Hannah!” he said, waving, but she had already turned 
the corner. He hurried down the aisle and rounded the 
same corner. The only person there was a white man with 
dreadlocks somberly comparing nut butters. He skipped 
to the next aisle, then the next, then still the next, but 
nowhere was there any sign of Hannah. Nor was she in the 
produce section, the bakery, or either of the frozen foods 
aisles. When at last he tried the checkout counters, she was 
absent there too. It could not have taken him more than a 
minute to search the entire store, and he began to wonder 
if he had imagined her.

Over the next few days, Nicholas periodically caught 
sight of a car that resembled Hannah’s. But for the brief 
moments that he was able to glimpse it, it remained at 
too great a distance to clearly observe the driver. It would 
have taken only the most basic of deceptive driving tech-
niques, lifted from a police television show, for Nicholas 
to maneuver himself closer and confirm Hannah’s identity, 

but he was in the disadvantageously vulnerable position 
of innocence. He was doing nothing wrong. Even if Han-
nah were following him, all she was witnessing, Nicholas 
reasoned, was a man going back and forth from work, his 
children still with their mother and his girlfriend too busy 
to see him for a while.

Indeed, far more alarming than any potential haunting 
by Hannah was Joyce’s sudden coolness. It had come with-
out warning after an otherwise steadily growing intimacy. 
Only last week she had surprised him by suggesting they 
take a vacation together in Hawaii—Nicholas’s ex was tak-
ing the twins to Idaho during their upcoming spring break 
to visit their maternal grandparents, leaving him free for 
the week—but since then she had been almost unreach-
able. Joyce had never been very communicative, relishing 
her privacy and independence, but this was something 
else. On Tuesday, the night before he was due to get the 
children back for three days, he impulsively set out for 
Joyce’s house. She had failed to return his calls all day and 
he wanted to be sure that nothing had happened to her. 
This was the convenient excuse he gave himself for the 
unsolicited visit, though he was not worried but excited 
when he pulled up to her small darkened house in Playa 
del Mar and knocked on the door. He had missed her, and 
he expected her to open the door, to shake her head with 
bemused forgiveness, and to pull him inside.

There was no answer.
He knocked again, listening for the welcoming ap-

proach of her footsteps.
Silence.
She was probably out, Nicholas reasoned as he re-

treated onto the lawn—running errands or dropping off 
her grandson, or else she had driven down to the beach 
for an evening walk.

The headlights of a car turning the corner momen-
tarily lit up the windowless garage door, and Nicholas 
wondered if there was a way to determine whether her 
car was inside. He hastened over to the garage door and 
pressed his ear to it, rapping it with the back of his knuck-
les. He strained to hear some reverberation or quickening 
that would tell him of a comforting emptiness contained 
within. Naturally, there was none, and feeling stupid, he 
pulled his ear away. This wasn’t like him. The anxiety, the 
impatience—he ought to go home, he told himself.
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Instead of returning to his car, he rooted around the 
herb garden that Joyce had planted below the kitchen win-
dow and located the spare house key. He tucked the key 
into his palm and waited by the door while a pair of high 
school kids in reflective orange vests jogged along the side-
walk out front. Once they were out of sight, he inserted the 
key into the lock and pushed his way inside.

“Joyce?” he called out. The living room was murky 
and indistinct, a mass of soft, worrisome shadows. “Hel-
lo?” he said, advancing past the black body of a couch. In 
the kitchen, he found an unfinished green shake in the 
blender, and the cutting board dotted with parsley. “Are 
you here?” he asked, but the only answer was the refrigera-
tor’s motorized hum.

When his mother had died, three years earlier, it had 
been in a hospital, surrounded by machines and people 
and the cold, bright efficiency of fluorescence; and yet the 
darkness and loneliness of that time seemed to Nicholas, 
even now, like a primer on the ineradicability of solitude. 
The idea of coming across Joyce unconscious on the floor 
somewhere in her house alternately horrified and sad-
dened him. The discomfort of the thought was exceeded 
only by Nicholas’s confusion as to its origins. Where had 
this moroseness come from? Why such grimness? With 
her yoga practice, her bodysurfing, her vigorous leafy diet, 
Joyce was arguably in better shape than he was. But the 
eighteen years separating them suddenly seemed ruinously 
mortal, and wandering around inside of her dark gloomy 
house, vainly calling out her name, Nicholas found all of 
his childhood fears resurrected—and none more promi-
nent than that of death: that arbitrary, inexplicable theft.

He was in Joyce’s bedroom, squinting down into the 
two-foot canal between the bed and the wall, when he 
heard the click of a light switch from the living room. 
Brightness flooded the hallway outside the door. “Joyce!” 
he said, running out to meet her.

Only it was Hannah who stood by the front door.

*  *  *

Nicholas’s relief to learn that no harm had come to Joyce, 
that she had simply taken her grandson to the movies, was 
quickly displaced by embarrassment. He glanced around 
the living room, innocuous and pedestrian in its illumina-
tion, and shook his head.

“I’m sorry. I  shouldn’t have come inside,” he said. 
“I don’t know what happened.”

“You’re lucky I didn’t call the police,” Hannah said.
“Thank you. That was very…” he trailed off, unable 

to complete the thought. He felt disoriented and fool-
ish, and the heavy dulling fatigue that often follows 
shame was pressing down on him. He went over to the 
windowsill and placed the spare key beside the scored 
aluminum incense burner. The cedary scent of sandal-
wood rose from the caterpillar of ashes from an incense  
stick.

“Why are you doing this?” Hannah said, shutting the 
door with a backward press of her heel.

“I  don’t know,” Nicholas said with a sigh. “When 
I hadn’t heard back all day, I guess I—that wasn’t me,” 
Nicholas said, noticing the mess in the kitchen. “It was 
like that when I came in.”

“I mean this thing with my mother,” Hannah said.
“Oh.” Despite having known he would need to answer 

this question one day, he had never prepared a reply. He 
couldn’t begin to articulate why they had gone to such 
lengths to shield Hannah without sounding dismissive or 
infantilizing. “Well … we … the thing is…”

“She’s not rich. I don’t know what you think my dad 
left her, but it’s not that much.”

“Excuse me?”
Hannah rounded the couch and approached Nicholas. 

She stood in front of him, her right elbow resting on the 
back of her left fist, appraising him as if he were a newly 
acquired sculpture of unknown value.

“Can’t be more than what your ex gives you anyway.”
“I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” Nicholas 

said. A cold draft had escaped from beneath the window-
sill and was curling around his wrists and up his sleeves. 

“Is this because of Hawaii? The trip wasn’t my idea. And 
I plan to buy my own ticket.”

Her expression brightened at this. Hannah only broad-
ly resembled her mother, alike in height and a general 
shape of the face—absent the striking cheekbones—but 
her eyes were eerily similar, and for an instant, Nicholas 
had the disconcerting sensation of looking into Joyce’s 
stark blue eyes.

“No, not money,” Hannah said, “and not to get to me—
unless…?” she reached out and placed her hand against 
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his chest. He jerked back, landing on the windowsill and 
knocking the incense holder to the ground.

“What are you doing?” Nicholas said. “Joyce—”
“Right, your sixty-two-year-old girlfriend. The old wom-

an who, unlike your ex-wife, won’t ever leave you. She’ll 
just be grateful you come around now and then, using her 
when you feel like it,” Hannah said, scuffing the ashes 
into the carpet with the toe of her boot. “That tale of true 
romance.”

“I understand you’re upset,” Nicholas said evenly, draw-
ing on a marriage spent enduring his wife’s frustration. 

“And I’m sure it’s hard for a child to watch a parent move 
on—”

“I’m not a child! I’m your age. Do you even get the—
I mean, fuck, do you have any idea how disgusting what 
you’re doing is?”

Nicholas took a deep breath before speaking, pausing 
to hastily assemble his thoughts. He knew that he had 
only one chance to describe his gratitude at having met 
Joyce. And from the moment that he began, he could feel 
Hannah’s skepticism, could see it in the acetylene glare 
of those familiar, hateful eyes. She did not want a tale of 
affection and admiration, care and kindness, amusement 
and respect; she wanted the annihilation of young love, 
the violent upstart that takes us by the throat at sixteen 
and shakes us, over and over, while we misinterpret the 
bruising as happiness. But if what Hannah required as 
proof of love was irrationality, what he felt for Joyce was 
also obviously, stupidly imprudent. It was as reckless and 
senseless as any love that preceded it. Wasn’t this precisely 
the glorious error that she demanded?

When Nicholas had finished, Hannah leaned forward. 
He crossed his hands in front of himself like a defender 
preparing for a penalty kick. But Hannah seemed to have 
no interest in touching him again. Her canines flashed 
when she opened her mouth and spoke.

“I. Don’t. Believe. You.”

*  *  *

After Nicholas left, Hannah waited on the porch for her 
mother and son to return. It was warm, even for spring in 
la, but she kept her scarf wrapped around her neck. Soon 
a station wagon pulled up, long and trundling. A deliv-
eryman got out and carried a stack of pizza boxes to the 

bright house across the street. Belatedly, Hannah noticed 
the pink balloons lashed to the mailbox.

Though it only vaguely resembled the family car from 
her youth—no wood paneling, a narrower body, tinted win-
dows—the discrepancies did nothing to ease the vertigi-
nous sensation that overcame her, of riding inside the car 
as a young girl, all the way in the back. Alone, loose and 
unprotected, she would roll around and around, moaning, 
exaggerating the turns, goading her parents to shush her.

The deliveryman exited the house and climbed back 
into the station wagon. He glanced over at Hannah, or at 
least she thought he might have—it was hard to see through 
the darkened windows—and then revved the engine. As 
he drove off, she heard the door to the bright house swing 
open again. A girl—four, maybe five—raced outside in a 
new dress and no shoes. Tiny guests streamed out after 
her, laughing and carrying hot thin slices on paper plates. 
All along the front lawn the boys and girls chased each 
other, the triangles slipping unnoticed from their hands. 
Those who could not bear the pleasure screamed out joyful 
threats. It is a world of children—noisy, desirous, and brief.
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ANIKA NARAYANAN

For Now

There is something to be said for love in the wintertime
The cold hushes us into the womb of a windowless home
There is no choice but to love to keep warm
So we did

There is something to be said for the girl who 
drinks wine

And the boy who drinks water
Then carries her to bed
Slowly she whispers I can’t say goodbye again
Not yet
So they didn’t

There is something to be said for being young
Playing pretend in a house that doesn’t belong to you
As if it would turn into forever if they wanted it 

badly enough
I promise he whispers I’m not going anywhere
But he did

He knew all of the constellations and she knew all 
of the flowers

But there is something to be said about the distance 
between the sky

And the ground
Even though the in-between melted because winter

So much like childhood love
Isn’t forever
Even if you want it badly enough

Forever is so much easier when the hands of the clock 
are stopped

And the house is too dark to see them anyway
But now he is tired and she is scared and everything 

that meant something
Was just filling the empty space that winter had 

given them
And they are still so young

I can’t he whispers
I know she says

This is just for now. This is fine. It’s not wintertime 
anymore and we’re breathing easier and light has 
come out of hibernation and we’re alone but we’re 
safe, alone but no longer lonely and it’s okay, it’s okay, 
it’s okay as long as you let it be…

Maybe not now she says But it will be.

There is something to be said for love in the wintertime.
It thaws. Then the sleeping seeds awaken. These flowers 

are the ones I know.

But if I could just forget those eyes and that winter 
and that house—

Oh my darling I would try.
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M. ALLEN 
CUNNINGHAM

The Sky  
at Her Back

M ildred was dying, and she regarded as a blessing 
the fact that she’d had a choice in the matter. 
She’d observed in more than a few friends what 

the treatments could make of a person’s last months. Better 
to spend the time preparing, she reasoned. All her days, 
Mildred had made it a practice to see the best in things. 
Dwight, though, would not take this easy. He would need 
her help getting ready. Well, what had she ever done but 
help the dear man?

In the living room they sat together. On the wall be-
side the hutch hung a set of small oils they’d found in 
a consignment store bin years before. That day Dwight 
had decided immediately to buy them. He’d never been a 
shopper, but among his peculiarities was an impulsiveness 
which often dismayed but more often delighted her. In one 
picture was a young boy. He stood in a field, wearing short 
pants and cap. In the other, standing with the sky at her 
back, her hair coming a little loose in the wind, was a girl 
in pinafore and ankle boots. Mildred wondered, was she 
on a hilltop or at the sea? These pictures, modest and un-
remarkable, were never the stuff of conversation. No single 
guest had ever commented on them that Mildred could 
recall. Herself, she’d always found them pretty enough 
in their neat white frames and matting. But beyond the 
thought that something about the paint -strokes reminded 
her of a Winslow Homer picture that had hung in the  
dining room of her girlhood home, she’d never much 
looked at them. How you notice and enumerate things, 
though, once the rooms begin to drain of time.

From her chair beside Dwight’s she said, “Tell me 
about the boy and girl.”

Dwight sat very still, looking at the oils. “They fell in 
love,” he said. “They ran away and got married. They had 
three children.”

Dwight always knew his own mind, even if he never 
did grow practiced in explanations. His first luncheon in 
her parents’ house, Mildred’s elder sister Winifred assigned 
the seating. Afterward, outside the front door, Dwight 
seized Mildred’s hand. “That will never happen again.”

“What?”
“Somebody putting a table between you and me.”
They eloped the following month. And all their time 

together, as she saw it now, had been a running away. How 
jealously they’d guarded their days. True, this had meant 
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some difficulties with the children once they were grown. 
How does one ever explain the heart’s values? How tell 
your son and two daughters that you are wife and lover 
first, that when one is called in this way there will never, 
ever be time enough for all things?

“Don’t you kiss!” the children had shrieked when very 
young, and how fun it always was to defy them, so that 
they’d groan and fuss.

But always, too, Mildred had taken care to practice 
her attentions on the children. Never neglectful, no, she 
knew in her heart she’d honored the duties of motherhood. 
And if Dwight had been somewhat less than nurturing 
as a father, well, she’d taken pains to make up for that. 
Sundays in the park, visits to the soda shop, a dog for the 
children to share.

“They spent their lives together,” said Dwight. “Long 
lives, and every day of them. They got old together. Time 
went so fast you hardly noticed.”

He was crying as he talked, this lively firm-shouldered 
man who’d always known his own mind. He’d known it so 
well she’d been happy to surrender hers. He was noticing 
everything now, she saw, and it was the surprise of it that 
brought him to tears. His love for her, which had never 
been less than abundant, was becoming a kind of repen-
tance in these last days, as they sat together and viewed 
their lives like a picture.

He’d taken no issue with her decision about the treat-
ments. On some level, knowing he’d need her help, he 
knew he’d need her undrugged and lucid—but his assent 
was more than that: it was a small way to restore to her 
some freedom.

These last weeks, she’d shown him some things around 
the house, tutored him in cooking a few simple meals,  
written out the names of the places his shirts came from. 
And they talked of women, old friends whose husbands 
were gone, whose ways and manners might suit him for a 
little while before his own time came.

He’d begun to cook for her, and do the washing. He 
cleaned the floors, the bathroom, and changed the linens. 
And one night last week, telling her of the pains in his back 
and knees, he’d actually bent and begged her forgiveness.

“Whatever for, dear?”
“For all the years,” he answered. “All the years.”
Strong-minded man, he was becoming a servant now. 

And Mildred permitted it, knowing it would help him after. 
They weren’t running away anymore. He merely waited 
with her now, and the time was hers.

“Tell me about the girl,” she said.
“She’s high up,” he said, “in the mountains. Higher 

than the clouds. And that’s heaven behind her, see? See 
how free she is?”

She closed her eyes. Breathing, she listened to him cry.
“Oh, honey,” she said, for not yet the last time.

M. Allen Cunningham’s most recent novel, Partisans, was 

released this year. He is also the author of the novels Lost 

Son (about Rainer Maria Rilke) and The Green Age of Asher 

Witherow (a #1 Indie Next pick) as well as The Honorable 

Obscurity Handbook, a miscellany about the creative life. 

He is the founder and publisher of the literary small press 

Atelier26 Books. Visit MAllenCunningham.com.

http://mallencunningham.com/


C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

: 
T

H
E

 A
R

T
IS

T

NOAH BUCHANAN

A Night Entrance, 2011
Oil on linen, 26 x 15 in



COURTESY: THE ARTIST

NOAH BUCHANAN

Icarus Dreamt, 2007
Oil on Linen, 36 x 40 in



CATAMARAN  1 37

ANTHONY DETRO

Badfish
D owntown Santa Cruz in the early nineties was 

fun: even more so in the summertime towards 
late August, when you still had a lot of tourists 

roaming around and all the out-of-town college kids were 
flooding back into town and getting settled in to begin 
the fall semester. Most of them frolicking and feigning 
poverty while secretly spending Mom and Dad’s money 
on expensive weed, microbrews, and the a.m. ritual of  
hummus, bagels, and gourmet coffee.

On the upside?
Jerry Garcia was still alive and performing shows with 

the Dead.
On the downside?
Kurt Loder had reported on MTV News the previous 

April how Kurt Cobain had pumped himself full of hero-
in up in Seattle and scribbled a note comparing himself 
to Jimi Hendrix and Jim Morrison, then commenced to 
blowing his brains out all over his garden: All in all is all  
we are.

It wasn’t all bad, though. Pearl Jam was still at the 
top of its game after “Jeremy” had spoken loud and clear 
a couple of years prior. People were still drinking gin and 
juice with Dr. Dre and Snoop Dogg; Chronic still stuck 
in most people’s cassette decks. The punk rock scene was 
still alive and well—D.I., Agent Orange, Suicidal Tenden-
cies, and Bad Religion were all still touring and stopping 
through town. And while NOFX, Pennywise, and Good 
Riddance were establishing themselves as the voice of the 
next generation, glow sticks, baby binkies, and Dr. Seuss 
hats and house music were all the rage among the pale, 
hairy-chested yuppie crowd. And the city known for its 
world-class surf breaks, and for having played a major role 
in putting professional skateboarding on the map over 
the past couple of decades, still only had a single sorry 
excuse for a skatepark. Five years after the Loma Prieta 
earthquake shook things up, damaging several buildings 
to the point that many of them had to be demolished, there 
were still several prime lots which had yet to be rebuilt 
on. Including the one at the corner of Cooper Street and 
Pacific Avenue where the old Cooper House once stood, 
in the heart of downtown. Opening in 1894, the Cooper 
House served as the county courthouse for several decades. 
And from the 1970s up until the earthquake in 1989, it 
had passed through several owners, transforming into a 
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mercantile that housed several small shops along with a 
restaurant and bar with outdoor seating, where a house 
band would play live music during lunch, and where acid 
guru Timothy Leary was often spotted hanging out. The 
building was considered so unsafe after the quake that 
shop owners were not allowed to go in and retrieve their 
merchandise. The huge hole left in the ground after the 
rubble was cleared away was symbolic of the huge hole left 
in the hearts of many locals when the five-ton wrecking 
ball finally took down the beloved yellow brick building.

A little farther down on Pacific Avenue was the vacant 
lot where Ford’s department store used to stand. Dubbed 
Hippie Corner because it had become a gathering area for 
caravans of traveling Deadheads and random drifters. VW 
vans and converted school buses with flowers and peace 
signs painted all over them—and the permanent cloud of 
incense and pot smoke—dominated the parking area most 
of the time. On any given day you could score anything 
from mescaline to mushrooms, to good weed and lsd. The 
cops knew there wasn’t anything heavy going on down 
there, so they usually didn’t bug out. Everyone knew if 
you were looking for the hard stuff you had to go to the 
Mexican neighborhood near the Boardwalk.

When the weather was nice, the street performers 
were usually out in full force. You had painters and poets 
and musicians and clowns—a perpetual smorgasbord of  
random artists—all willy-nilly along the avenue like lonely 
petals blown there by the wind. There was the old Mexican 
man who wore thick glasses and played sad tunes with his 
violin. The clown who rode around on his unicycle, feed-
ing coins into parking meters that were about to expire 
and saving unsuspecting people from a possible parking 
violation. Sometimes you saw Spoonman, of Soundgarden 
fame. And sometimes you saw Tiny Tim walking along, 
singing in falsetto and strumming his ukulele. You had 
the young drunken hillbilly with a handlebar mustache 
and long, sandy-colored hair who wore a leather vest with 
no shirt and dirty bell-bottomed jeans, playing his out-
of-tune acoustic guitar and butchering the lyrics to every 
Black Sabbath song ever written. Some folks might find 
the whole motley cast of characters to be a nuisance. But 
truth be told, they were all as much a part of the downtown 
scenery as the trees and the streetlamps that lined the av-
enue, all strutting and fretting their hour upon the stage. 

And why not? The filth has always been the lifeblood of 
the character of every city.

A city without character would be a smug bubble of 
monotony where beauty refuses to grow.

At least that’s how it seemed when looking out onto 
the world through the boy’s eyes.

Through the boy’s eyes.

*  *  *

It was early evening on a summertime Saturday. The boy 
watched his two friends walk off down the other tracks 
towards the Boardwalk. He couldn’t go along because he 
had to be home by dark, or else he might have a fight on his 
hands, depending on how drunk his old man was when he 
got there. Most times it didn’t matter if he came home late 
or not; his old man would still want to fight him anyway. 
The boy had gotten bigger over the last couple of years, and 
it was getting harder for his old man to lick ’im, and he 
knew it, so it hadn’t been happening so often—but every 
now and then he still got brave. Been that way ever since 
his mother died a few years back, just after giving birth 
to his baby brother—whom he’d known nothing about, 
because he’d been taken away to go live down in Palm 
Springs with his mother’s mother right after he was born.

Lots of things had changed and gone away since then.
Sometimes the boy wished he could go back to those 

times when everybody was alive and well, and just stay 
there and be happy forever. Just being able to dream about 
it most days and every night often lightened the load of 
despair he carried around in his young heart. “Everyone 
suffers,” his mother had told him more than once. “But it’s 
what you do with your suffering that matters most.” For a 
long time, he hadn’t known what the hell she was talking 
about. He still didn’t understand completely. But after she 
died, a whole lotta things she’d said in the past had started 
to make sense.

He was only fifteen years old on that summer day when 
he’d come across that old bum, just past the desalination 
plant along the railroad tracks that ran behind Lighthouse 
Liquors. A bald-headed man and a man with a beard had 
just finished kicking the shit out of him before walking off 
with his case of beer. The boy saw the two men heading 
off towards the wharf and drinking the bum’s beer and 
laughing about it. As the boy walked by, he saw that the 
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man was bleeding from a gash on his forehead, the blood 
running down his face and into his mangy beard. The man 
gagged and choked and struggled to stay on his feet. He 
spat blood a couple of times before he fell onto his back 
and stopped moving altogether.

The boy kept walking, and couldn’t help but to keep 
looking back at where the man had fallen down. He knew 
he couldn’t stop or else he wouldn’t make it home on time, 
and he was already running late as it was.

It was almost dark by the time he rounded the curve 
in the tracks and turned around to go back and check on 
the man.

When the boy came up on him, he was still lying on 
his back and staring up into the twilight with unblink-
ing and lifeless blue eyes. From a distance, the man had 
looked old. But looking at him up close, the boy thought 
he couldn’t be older than twenty-five. The blood on his 
face was beginning to cake up and dry out, and a group of 
flies was already engaged in a great battle over who would 
get dibs on the feast.

The boy knelt down beside the man’s body and shooed 
the flies away. He crossed himself, because that’s what he’d 
seen people on tv do while kneeling next to a dead body. 
The only other dead body the boy had ever seen in his life 
was that of his mama lying peacefully in her casket as his 
old man stood over it and sobbed, his tears rolling off and 
landing on his mother’s face.

The boy stood up and grabbed an old nasty blanket 
and dragged it over to the man and tossed it over his upper 
body, covering his face and torso.

The boy knelt back down and closed his eyes and  
began to whisper a prayer, because once again, that’s what 
people did in movies.

The man reached up and slowly pulled the blanket 
down from over his face. He looked at the strange boy 
kneeling beside him, his eyes closed and his head down 
and whispering to himself like an athlete about to play in 
a championship game.

“Say, Sonny?” the man said, more amused than any-
thing. “What the hell you doin’?”

The boy jumped up at the sound of his voice, startled 
and wide-eyed. “I thought you were dead.”

“I’m not that lucky.”
“You looked like you were dead.”

The man pulled the filthy blanket off and slowly sat up, 
wincing in pain. “I always look like I’m dead.”

“No, you weren’t moving. And you weren’t blinking 
your eyes,” the boy said. “It didn’t look like you were 
breathing, either … that’s why I thought you were dead.”

“Then maybe I was, Sonny. Maybe I was.” He inspect-
ed the busted cartilage in his nose with the tips of long 
dirty fingers that looked like spider legs. “What the hell 
you prayin’ for, anyway?”

“For you to not be dead.”
“What the hell would you do that for?” he grumbled.
“I’m sorry?” the boy stammered. “I … uh—”
“Sonny?”
“Yeah?”
“Lighten up, man, I’m messin’ with you.”
“Oh. Right.”
“Do me a favor, Sonny?”
“Maybe.”
“See that old sofa over there in the bushes?”
“Yeah.”
“Be a pal and go over and lean it forward and grab that 

bottle behind there for me, wouldja?”
The boy went off and did what he was asked. When 

he came back with the bottle, the man was sitting on a 
milk crate and trying to roll a cigarette with shaky fingers. 
As soon as the bottle was in reach he snatched it from the 
boy’s hands, and the loose tobacco spilled onto his lap and 
blew off onto the ground. He opened the bottle in a hurry 
and drank from it thirstily and cursed when the liquor 
stung the cuts on his lips. He sat there for a long moment, 
breathing heavily and peering outward like a filthy moun-
taineer atop a great summit.

“You gonna be all right?” the boy said, snapping him 
out of his trance.

“Huh?”
“I said, are you gonna be all right?”
“I’m always all right.”
“It doesn’t look like it. I think you might need some 

stitches.”
“Nobody likes a smartass, Sonny.”
“I’m not being a smartass. I’m just telling you the truth.”
“Well go on and run home to Mommy and Daddy 

with that bullshit.” He raised the bottle to his busted lips  
and drank.
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A small forgiving smile pinched the corner of the boy’s 
mouth. “You don’t like when people tell you the truth.”

“Truth or no truth, Sonny, I don’t remember askin’ you 
a goddamn thing.”

“I was just trying to help you.”
The man leaped from his seat with a flash. “Goddam-

mit! I don’t need your help!” He sent the milk crate flying 
with a swift kick. “I don’t need anybody’s help! And I don’t 
remember askin’ you a goddamn thing!”

“You probably don’t remember a lot of things.”
The man rushed the boy, and the boy’s eyes grew wide 

in surprise and he backed up in a hurry.
The man went to leap over a pile of rubbish that stood 

between him and the boy, but his pant leg got hung up on 
an old rusty bike frame and he went down hard, but some-
how managed to protect the bottle from being shattered.

“That’s what you get!” the boy scolded, though as soon 
as he said it he felt like shit.

The man wasn’t moving, but lay sobbing with his face 
buried in the crook of his arm.

The boy looked around before approaching the man 
very cautiously. “You okay?” he said, a slight tenderness 
in his voice.

The man didn’t respond.
As the boy got closer, he realized the man wasn’t sob-

bing; he was laughing. The boy didn’t know what else he 
could do for the guy. He thought about calling an ambu-
lance. But all they would do would be to treat him, then 
turn him over to the Santa Cruz PD, which may or may 
not toss his poor ass in County.

At least he wasn’t dead.
The boy wasn’t so sure that was such a good thing 

anymore.
He reached down and stroked the back of the man’s 

head. “Silly ol’ Badfish.”
The boy took off up the tracks and towards home, 

which really wasn’t a home to him as much as it had been 
an unpredictable motel of unknowns, where the shadow 
of a man resembling his father had wandered drunk 
among the empty bottles scattered about the dark room 
like corpses as he quoted from Revelation and tended his 
broken heart.

The man could not see the boy as he went off, but he 
could hear the gravel crunching underfoot as he walked 

away. After the footsteps faded, he lifted his head to look 
up the tracks and he saw a silhouette of the boy set against 
the light of the moon. He watched him walk and walk until 
he rounded the curve and was out of sight. “Come back, 
Sonny! Come back!” He started to cry into the sleeves of 
his raggedy shirt. “Don’t go! I’m sorry!”

He stretched his arms out into the dark, in the direc-
tion the boy had gone, until his arms tired and gave out on 
him. After that, he lay there for a while with the rubbish 
pile and stared at the moon. It dawned on him that the 
liquor stores would be closing up in the next few hours. He 
knew if he didn’t get his face cleaned up and get a move 
on and head downtown and start playing to get a few bucks 
together to get himself another bottle, it was gonna be a 
helluva rough night.

When he finally got back onto his feet, he dusted him-
self off with an air of dignity befitting a king and grace-
fully finished off what was left in the bottle, then gently 
set it down with the trash. He walked over to the thick ivy 
patches near the old sofa and retrieved his pack and slung 
it over his back, then reached into the bushes nearby and 
pulled out a tattered black guitar case. He stormed off past 
the liquor store and on to the outdoor showers at Cowell’s 
Beach. “Silly ol’ Badfish,” he muttered, and wondered 
where the hell he’d ever heard such a thing.

Anthony Detro is a native of Santa Cruz, California, which is 

the setting of some of his most treasured memories. “Badfish” 

is loosely based on a Buddhist parable, and was originally 

written to be adapted into a feature length film with original 

music. This is Detro’s first published work.
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JOEL HARRISON

A Circle  
of Stairs

The Humanity a Bar 
Musician Sees

And so with his great grace 
he kindled your desire, 

and fastened it to a leash of longing…

—The Cloud of Unknowing

T he Point Marina Inn was a dark, narrow club 
attached to a motel with zero charm. A small, 
scuffed plywood stage overlooked a linoleum 

dance floor, a pool table, rickety leatherette chairs, and 
Formica tables. The thin, dirty windows were strung with 
signs advertising Budweiser, Miller, Michelob. It was 
near Interstate 580, by the port of Richmond, California, 
shadowed by the enormous Chevron plant, where rows of 
oil tanks and mazes of pipelines unfolded along the San 
Francisco Bay. Back in the early nineties the motel was 
bordered by junkyards, windowless bars, liquor stores, and 
used car lots.

My first night playing the inn, there were two busloads 
of oil workers, welders, pipefitters, and boilermakers that 
showed up from Galveston, Texas. They were on a short-
term job at the Chevron plant, and they weren’t the type of 
people I was used to entertaining. When I entered the club 
at 8 p.m. they’d been drinking for two hours, rows of Bud-
weisers lined up like bowling pins on the tables. Climbing 
onstage for the first set, I felt like a black man might feel 
trying to entertain the Klan. Big tattooed bubbas called out 
for country tunes I didn’t know, storming about like men 
readying for war. I tried to recall words to Johnny Cash and 
Waylon Jennings songs I hardly knew, as looks of boredom 
or outright contempt spread through the room.

A short, menacing guy decided he would be my body-
guard. He fought off a cowboy who had decided to be the 
lead singer. The little tough said he liked my voice. “It’s 
your stage, man, fuck those animals.” He showed me a 
small pistol he had tucked behind his jacket in his belt, 
and I recoiled, my eyes bugging out. I felt a hot flash in 
my chest, and I begged him to put it away.

A couple of fights broke out toward the back of the 
room, and I tried to soothe the savage beast with whatever 
lines I could remember from “Ring of Fire.” I don’t think 
there was a single woman in the room. The noise these 
huge lugs made was almost drowning out the band. Fi-
nally the Texans were all so hammered they slowly leaked 
out into the lobby and up to their rooms, and I emerged 
unscathed, vowing to learn the second and third verses to 
more country tunes.

The security guard, Cannon, ended up in the hospi-
tal after trying to break up a spat in the parking lot. Now 
almost sixty, he claimed he had worked for the cia in  
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Cambodia, and had a lawsuit pending against a nameless 
source which would eventually make him rich. Cannon 
made sure you knew that his job was beneath him, that he 
was more interested in real trouble, not the petty concerns 
of a motel and its music bar.

All the danger that night energized me. I couldn’t wait 
to get back.

It was one of my first gigs after recovering from ten-
donitis, an arm injury that had caused me to abandon my 
guitar for two years. Not playing guitar was like not eating. 
I physically craved the feel of the strings under my fingers, 
the wood body resting against my torso, the neck an ap-
pendage of my ribs and shoulder.

When I took the instrument up I again I wondered if 
starting over was preferable to giving up for good. When 
friends would ask how I was doing, I’d say, “It takes balls 
to sound this bad.” I’d caress the guitar one moment, and 
then want to set it on fire. My arm no longer listened to me; 
now it had a mind all its own, stiff and cranky, and at the 
slightest twinge of pain I was afraid of reinjury. In the end 
it was boredom, not inspiration, that fueled my recovery. 
I grew weary of all that vacant space in my mind that only 
music could fill.

Blues shuffles, tunes by Sly & the Family Stone, The 
Meters, James Brown, and R&B warhorses like “In the 
Midnight Hour,” “Dancing in the Street,” or “I Got a 
Woman” were my staples. I also carefully selected some 

newer guitar-driven Rock and Soul numbers, like Robert 
Cray’s “The Forecast (Calls for Pain),” Delbert McClin-
ton’s “Never Been Rocked Enough,” and John Hiatt’s 

“Thing Called Love.” Most of the regulars were over forty. 
My job was to make them dance.

Toussaint was a Cajun construction worker who at 
fifty-five could lift a hundred-pound steel girder with one 
arm and fight you with the other, and laugh harder, stay 
up later, and drink harder than a teenager. He would get 
loaded at a few other spots and end up at Point Marina 
for our fourth set around midnight, and he’d dance with 
wobbly and delicious abandon by himself, a half-moon 
smile on his scarred face. I’d sit with him after we played, 
especially early on when the gig still seemed fresh and 
I wasn’t all that eager to go home. Toussaint said to me, 
more than once, “I’d a been a singer m’own sef ’ if I hadn’t 
had me four kids right outa the gate. Toussaint was a fool,  
brother.”

He’d point a meaty finger at my sternum and spew 
forth barely intelligible aphorisms like, “A mule ain’t no 
fool kickin’ his tool round the stall, but the fuel that rules 
ain’t in the stall at all.” He developed prostate cancer  
towards the end of my tenure, but he kept dancing until 
he couldn’t walk anymore.

Chuy was a forty-something Mexican hipster, with a 
big gut and a greased, graying ponytail—a street poet and 
petty thief. He was a remarkable pool player—he could 
take your money and make you laugh about it. After he 
became a crack addict, he went from weighing about 170 
to 120 in a year. 

Strong, a porter for Amtrak, always on his way to the 
next train, would sit quietly in the back, request “Sweet 
Home Chicago,” and have a shot of Dewar’s neat. Susie, a 
big-hearted, even bigger-breasted woman who drank way 
too much, was in love with a married man who drove an 
18-wheeler through town a couple times a month. She’d 
pull me down into a chair during a break and bore me 
silly with her woes.

Something about those people, all their sadness, 
cheered me up. I had an unhealthy attachment to their 
misery. The Point Marina Inn was like a nasty girlfriend 
you want to fuck and run away from at the same time.

On occasion a friend would show up to hear me. Looks 
of trepidation and mild shock would appear when they 

Some nights when 
the dance floor filled 
up, when I played 
everything I could 
play, joy poured 
into the room.
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walked in. It really was a lonely dump. But when the band 
got rolling, anyone could feel the spirit of the place. Some 
nights when the dance floor filled up, when I played every-
thing I could play, joy poured into the room. Sad people 
got happy, especially the older couples—the ones who 
didn’t request the latest frou-frou, who had some gravi-
tational pull towards Big Bill Broonzy or Johnny Adams.

Peanut was the drummer. He was a streetwise, over-
weight jokester. He never said no to a gig, and always blast-
ed one-liners that would make your head hurt, you laughed 
so hard. Frank played bass. He was one of those men who 
were born to question what they wanted, so their talent nev-
er gets them anywhere. One of the keyboard players sticks 
out in my mind, not just because of his pretty-boy waves of 
blond hair and his raging, rock-star synth solos but because 
he continually told the story of teaching his new girlfriend 
what the word “felch” meant. I was no goody-goody, but 
that was way too intimate for me. He just couldn’t stop 
talking about all the sex he had, its variations and poses, 
up in his East Oakland loft, behind security fences with 
barbed wire to keep the crack-addled riffraff out.

Then as now, it was amazing how easy it was to get a 
great band together for almost no money. I’d have serious 
jazz players in there, guys who could play in any time sig-
nature, who could erupt into “Donna Lee” at any tempo, 
but they were up for playing dance music in a forlorn motel 
bar for truckers, transients, and neighborhood drunks.

Some joker always wanted to sit in and sing—should 
I let him? Drunk, or near drunk, none of the aspirants had 
talent, but they figured they had as much right to the stage 
as the band—guys who needed their mothers to walk in 
and tie their shoes, remind them of their manners.

One Saturday night a tall, lean pathogen who claimed 
he had just gotten out of San Quentin watched our band 
from a couple tables back, liberally commentating on how 
mediocre we were. He practically ordered me to sit down 
next to him during the break, flashed a long shiv that was 
affixed to his hip, and suggested he might lead the band 
in the next set. He had a scar on his cheek, a brambly afro, 
and his clothes looked like he got them from the Free Box. 
He had a cheap, whorish blonde next to him, who had the 
aggravating habit of repeating her man’s sentences after 
they dribbled out of his mouth, a contagion of echoes. I’ll 
admit he scared me. I didn’t feel like arguing, so I brought 

him up to sing a couple of blues tunes the next set. He was 
awful, and he didn’t know it, liberally spitting on the mike 
parading around as if he were Marvin Gaye, scratchy and 
out of tune.

When I  thanked him and tried to gently take back 
the microphone, he got angry, and launched into a tirade 
about how white people are always stealing black people’s 
music, that I was a racist motherfucker thief, on and on, as 
loud as he could in between songs. I resisted telling him 
to shut the fuck up—I had no desire to see his shiv again.

At the next break I resolved to make peace, United 
Nations style. I  sat down and tried to reason with him. 

“Man,” I said calmly, even conspiratorially, “I love black 
people enough to have devoted my whole freaking life to 
the legacy of their music. Isn’t that good enough? I mean, 
I’m not up there trying to pretend I’m Stevie Wonder, I’m 
just trying to sing a few dance tunes and go home—this is 
my workplace, dude! I got a job to do!”

This only infuriated the would-be singer more; why, 
I don’t know—and soon the guy’s skanky girlfriend was up 
in my face, demanding that her man be paid for his time 
on stage. I managed to finish the last set without being 
knifed. Part of me was ready to pack up and leave before 
the last set—I mean, how much dignity was I willing to 
give up, just to play for these aliens? But I liked the drama. 
Some unsettled, masochistic place inside demanded my 
attention.

Sometimes the audience was just Toussaint and three 
strangers. Toussaint would scream his appreciation. “I love 
ya madly, boys!” Toussaint might run up and hug me when 
we were done, looking like he’d cry. He’d keep singing the 
song after we were done, and maybe grab a stranger and 
dance to the sound of his own voice. I wondered, “How 
could a man love music so much,” but of course I knew.

I’d felt a great void when I  injured my arm and 
I couldn’t play. I was a whining, morose little bitch. I prayed 
to saints Haggard, Coltrane, Palestrina, and Robert John-
son to bring me back. I kept listening, even when I couldn’t 
make music. I’d met the Holy Ghost when I was thirteen, 
when I learned how waves of sound reach into the body 
of another human being to illuminate their hearts. The 
power of music was an endless aphrodisiac, drawing me 
forward, even at the Point Marina Inn. Playing again and 
getting paid for it—that was all that mattered. I didn’t give 
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a goddamn what I played. I’d have played polkas, disco, 
Journey covers, Helen Reddy medleys—I didn’t care.

I sought help when I couldn’t use my arm, went to 
New Age grifters, the yoga gestapo, one-note Johnnies with 
a massage license. Their abilities ranged from modest to 
nil. As I gradually came to learn, everyone was willing to 
take my money, but no one knew how to treat the specifics 
of a tendon injury, and the advice I got went from harmless 
to contradictory to idiotic. Ice it, don’t ice it, rest it, don’t 
rest it, exercise the muscles, don’t exercise them, meditate 
more, change your posture, play simpler music, get a past 
life reading, eat more shellfish. So much advice, piling up 
higher and higher, like a mountain of refuse at the town 
dump. At one point I went to a slick doctor in New York 
who had just written a book and opened a clinic to special-
ize in this new malady, “overuse injury.” The syndrome 
was showing up in computer users across the country, not 
just in musicians. He had all the analytical tools and data, 
and a team of young physical therapists who all looked 
like young Tom Sellecks, fresh out of university, taking up 
half the floor of a hospital, what with all the woeful people 
streaming in. One thing for sure, he was making bank. He 
did nothing for me.

I finally discovered a brilliant iconoclast in Berkeley 
who had developed a singular ability to manipulate the 
tiny fibers of a tendon—no fancy measurement tools, no 
office, no secretary, just a cheap massage table, a ragged 
towel to throw over you if it was chilly, and a genius set of 
hands. His phone machine message said that “someone 
from his staff” would return calls, but he had no staff. He 
had an ear for the frequencies of the spirit world. He prob-
ably bought one suit his whole life, could have charged 
huge amounts of money but kept his prices low.

Bill could dig down into the muscle in a way that felt 
as if he were probing the center of the earth; he’d lay his 
hands on my back, and zings of electricity would run down 
my spine, and my shoulders would open up, and I’d tingle 
with life force. He’d adjust the carpal bones in my wrist by 
rearranging the soft tissue between them, and then sud-
denly twist and yank my hand so hard I thought it would 
snap off of my arm. I owe this gentle, eccentric man every-
thing. He healed my arm when no one else could.

After a while, the Point Marina Inn started to seem 
more like a punishment than a way station for my soul. 

What I longed for, as always, was a few steps farther than 
I could see. It began to feel less like an entertainment cen-
ter and more like a morgue, and I knew I couldn’t keep 
slogging away there, I had to set my sights higher. I was 
beginning to write a lot of new music, studying Bartok’s 
string quartets, auditing advance harmony courses at UC 
Berkeley, taking lessons through the mail with the legend-
ary jazz teacher Charlie Banacos.

The impulse to grow and learn—after food, water, and 
love—isn’t that what makes us whole, keeps us alive? One 
part of our minds offers a rope, a lifeline to the other part, 
which is perpetually drowning in mediocrity, malaise, or 
dull acceptance of the status quo. To climb that rope—
that’s where purpose and meaning are. Sometimes you 
need to be shocked into reaching for it, drummed out of 
your torpor.

One Saturday night in October I began the first set 
for three guys who were already drunk, all of them trying 
to dazzle the same girl with middling success. One thick, 
lumbering blond, who declared that he was from “Loo-
ziana,” requested “Jambalaya,” the Hank Williams stan-
dard, and began cavorting across the dance floor, tugging 
the poor girl along as I bumped into a second-line groove. 
The kid’s dancing was lunging and jumping; she gamely 
played along with her sad smile, droopy eyes, smudged 
mascara, and brunette curls. I wanted to strangle his bul-
bous neck until all the beer squirted back out of him like  
a fountain.

The couple sat back down at the bar. I played a few 
more tunes—bored, distracted, impatient to go home. Sud-
denly, as I began an Al Green tune, I found myself staring 
back at the band from someplace above the stage. I was 
supposed to sing but couldn’t. It was as if I were part of the 
ceiling and inside my own body at the same time, watching 
myself go through the motions of playing the song. I felt 
like a puppet, a machine hacking at the instrument, and 
had to will myself to continue.

I broke that song off and began another, a song I’d 
played a hundred times, James Brown’s “I Feel Good,” 
but I could hardly remember the words. I walked over to-
ward the bass player and asked him to sing. He raised an 
eyebrow, obviously wondering what was going on, but he 
gamely shouted out the first verse as I played guitar and 
watched as if in a dream:
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I feel good
Like I knew that I would…
The room seemed to turn gray. The joy of the lyrics 

was like a Day-Glo banner stretched across the River Styx. 
The people on the dance floor looked like stick figures 
in a cartoon. My throat was dry, my pulse faster by the 
moment, and I thought I might lay down the guitar and 
scream. I felt an upwelling of sadness. Tears sprang into my 
eyes. I had no idea what was happening to me, but I knew 
it was important. Some part of me was dying, and another 
part was struggling to come alive. I’d been reading Saint 
John of the Cross—maybe it was some kind of dark night 
of the soul, or maybe I was having a nervous breakdown, or 
maybe a deep longing was calling collect from the future. 
I played the funk guitar part to one of the happiest, most 
buoyant songs ever written, and felt utterly useless and lost.

The band took a break. I walked outside to my car 
and leaned against it. The air smelled of eucalyptus and 
diesel fumes, and I could hear the cars blurring by on the 
interstate. I stomped my feet, needing to feel the blood 
moving in my body. I stared at the junkyard across the 
street and wondered whatever happened to the ’67 Chevy 
I used to own.

I  sucked in some more air and walked back inside 
the bar. Five uneventful tunes later, the last set was over. 
I packed up my gear, loaded it onto my hand truck, and 
with a sigh wheeled it out the door, watching my band-
mates peel away toward the freeway. The moon was shin-
ing through mist that rolled in off the bay, and a gentle, 
salty breeze was blowing. I unlocked my rusty car, and just 
as I was lifting my amp in I heard Cannon, the security 
guard, scream to my right. “Put that gun on the ground, 
motherfucker, and get on your knees!”

There were two gunshots. I leapt around the side of my 
car and dove to the ground, scrambling on all fours, sure 
that more shots would follow. Had someone been shoot-
ing at me? Terrified, I peered underneath my car, afraid 
to stand up, struggling to see what was going on. I heard 
Cannon yell again, “I want to see your hands! Show your 
hands or I’ll nail you!”

I  crawled along the ground to the edge of my car, 
peered around the wheel, almost pissing my pants, and 
saw a young black man lying on his back, crumpled on 
the pavement like a load of dirty laundry. He was lying 

about twenty feet from me, and Cannon was crouched 
about thirty-five feet away, pointing his pistol at the kid. A 
crowd had gathered around the door of the motel. Polk, the 
bartender, cried, “Cannon—what’s going on?”

“He’s got a gun, Polk. Run and get me my shotgun—it’s 
in the closet!”

Blood was pooling around the kid’s midsection. It was 
bluish purple beneath the streetlights.

“Stay clear, people—he’s got a weapon,” Cannon 
screamed. And then again to his victim: “Show me your 
hands!”

The kid, who had been motionless, suddenly groaned, 
and lifted his head an inch or two off the ground and then 
laid it back down. He moved one hand to his stomach and 
groaned again. It was like no sound I’d ever heard before, 
a wild, primitive rasping, as if a bear, not a man, had been 
shot. I saw no gun.

“He can’t move!” I yelled.
Cannon, now ten feet from the kid, had his 12-gauge 

shotgun pointed at his head. “I saw him pull a gun,” Can-
non said to no one in particular. “He tried to jump that girl 
getting out of her car.” He motioned towards the entrance 
to the bar, but no girl stepped forward.

The kid brought his head up slowly again while the 
rest of his body lay inert. I heard a siren in the distance. 

“I been shot. Oh god, I been shot,” he groaned softly. Then 

I played the funk 
guitar part to one 

of the happiest, 
most buoyant 

songs ever written, 
and felt utterly 

useless and lost.
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he whispered, “Mama.” He groaned again. More blood 
pooled around his midsection.

“Get on your knees with your hands behind your back. 
now!”

But the kid couldn’t move. He lifted his head up again 
and stared at his wound and lay his head back down. He 
was looking up at the sky as if he’d been dropped from a 
star. “How can I … Oh fuck … somebody help me … I’ve 
been shot.”

“Jesus, Cannon, you shot the shit out of him,” Polk said 
softly, stepping up beside the body. It was hard to tell if he 
was impressed or upset. “Guy brought a knife to a gunfight,” 
someone said loudly, and then chuckled. “Bang!”

I finally stood up, dusted off my pants, and walked back 
over to the bar, shaking, needing to talk to someone. An 
ambulance came and wheeled the kid away. The crowd at 
the front entrance lingered, as if watching the credits roll 
after a movie. No one seemed particularly shook up. They 
looked jazzed and content, as if they’d just been given a 
Christmas bonus. I looked for Toussaint, or Chuy, or even 
Susie, but all I saw were strangers. I downed a quick shot 
of Jim Beam, disgusted, still trembling, sick to my stomach, 
and I stumbled out the door, past the puddle of blood on 
the ground near my car.

I started my van and slowly drove onto I-580. There 
were almost no cars, just some taillights through the mist 
in the distance. As I drove, I had the eerie thought that 
I could go anywhere from this portal, that the freeway went 
on for hundreds of miles and led to other freeways, and 
that without looking back I could drive forever, and never 
on the same road twice. I never wanted to see the Point 
Marina Inn again, and I didn’t want to go home.

I purposefully missed my exit, driving in the slow lane, 
the radio tuned to a jazz station, a nameless saxophonist 
playing a haunting, sultry, mid-tempo blues.

RICHARD BENNETT

Trio, 2013
Oil on Canvas 36 x 48 in

Washington D.C. native Joel Harrison is a guitarist, composer, 

arranger, vocalist, and songwriter. Named a Guggenheim 
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record labels since 1994. Called “protean” and “brilliant” by 

The New York Times, Harrison has spent his career taking 
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pieces and is completing a memoir of his lifelong search for 

new sounds.
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SHAYNE TAYLOR

Picking 
Blackberries  

on the Middle 
Fork American

Shayne Taylor is the winner of  

the George Hitchcock memorial 

poetry contest for UCSC students

The first rapid on the Middle Fork American
is Cold Cup of Coffee. Another is called Stick in Your Eye.
If you’re not careful, the trees will claw
at your face. I raft this river every day, yet
the first splash always reminds me how much
I love warm showers with my boyfriend, and
the trees remind me how easy it is to bleed.
My favorite part of the day is not
the dynamite-blasted chute or the surging surfs,
it is playing the gondolier along the nine miles
of flat-water between Kanaka and Ruck-A-Chucky Falls.
Some days, I tell stories. Other days, I tell jokes.
Today, I say nothing: I share with six strangers,
silence. We follow the line of bubbles through ponds
spilling over the horizon. The river
takes us downstream no matter what. The current
pushes us up to a blackberry bush. Its fruit
are full and heavy, sweet and dark
in the hot August sun, no longer the angry red of July.
I pick a handful, and we just float as I pop
them in my mouth one by one, my tongue
bathed in a sharp, earthy wine.
The last berry in my palm is large and ready to burst.
I roll it around in my hand and crush it in my fingers,
wipe the juice across my cheekbones, staining
them a deep maroon, war paint as I charge
the thirty-seven-foot falls ahead.

GEORGE HITCHCOCK

Entering the Forest, 1997
Acrylic on canvas, 16 x 22 in

Shayne Taylor is a third year student at the University of 

California at Santa Cruz studying Creative Writing and 

Education. There, he is also a Resident Assistant and writing 

tutor. His whole life, Taylor has been drawn to the water and, 

today, works as a commercial guide on the American Rivers.

George Hitchcock (1914–2010) was a major American poet, 

activist, actor, painter, and editor. The author of dozens of 

books across many genres, he is best known for founding and 

editing kayak (1964–1984), an influential and visionary poetry 

magazine widely collected nationally and internationally.
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NOTES ON THE ARTISTS

Allison Atwill is a roshi, or teacher, in a Zen tradition that 

uses koans as a path to freedom (or, to open the mind). She 

teaches at Pacific Zen Institute and leads Coral Moon Zen 

in Santa Barbara. In part, she teaches through her paintings, 

which emerge from an intense and embodied interaction with 

specific koans. As she paints, the images—canyon wren, fox, 

golden trout—appear out of the lived and dreamed field of the 

koan. Allison has taught art to schoolchildren in Montecito for 

more than twenty years. She lives in Santa Barbara.

Richard Bennett is a painter and sculptor living and working 

in the Monterey Bay area.  He is a member of the Santa Cruz 

Art League and Santa Cruz artists.  He enjoys capturing the 

joy he sees in the many street musicians performing in the 

area as well as the beauty of the local landscape in his art. 

Noah Buchanan was born in 1976, raised in Southern California. 

He studied classical painting and drawing, and did exten-

sive studies in human anatomy at Pennsylvania Academy 

of Fine Arts, and in 2000 he received a BFA at University of 

California, Santa Cruz where he studied closely under Frank 

Galuszka. In 2002, he received an MFA from the New York 

Academy of Art where he studied with Martha Erlebacher, 

Steven Assael and Vincent Desiderio. Noah has received the 

Stobart Foundation Grant, The Posey Foundation Award, The 

Stacey Award, the Sugarman Award, The Congressional Art 

Award, and the Chancellor’s Award, University of California at 

Santa Cruz. Noah Buchanan has participated in exhibitions in 

New York, Pennsylvania and California, and he has exhibited 

internationally in London and Aberdeen, Scotland. The artist 

is represented by John Pence Gallery in San Francisco.

Graphic artist and painter Allen Forrest was born in Canada 

and bred in the U.S. He has created cover art and illustrations 

for literary publications and books. He is the winner of the 

Leslie Jacoby Honor for Art from San Jose State University’s 

Reed Magazine, and his Bel-Red painting series is part of 

the Bellevue College Foundation’s permanent art collection. 

Forrest creates emotion on canvas with an expressive drawing 

and painting style that is a mix of avant-garde expressionism 

and post-impressionist elements reminiscent of van Gogh.

Mostly known for her large clay sculptures, Carol Gaab works 

in a variety of other mediums, such as paint, glass mosaics, 

stone, and cement—and in her newest body of work shown 

here, in mixed-media collage. Her work has been exhibited 

in numerous shows and several galleries. Dedicated to telling 

whatever story is longing to be told, Carol explores themes 

of loss, belonging, disconnection, nature, and transitions. She 

teaches art classes at her studio in Aptos, California; is a 

long-time Open Studio artist; designs magical garden and 

home environments; and has written and illustrated a hand-

book called You Are Not Alone for women newly diagnosed 

with cancer.

Peter Rudolph is a painter and art dealer who divides his time 

between the Philadelphia area and Maine. He owns art galler-

ies in both places. He studied at Syracuse University and at 

Tyler School of Art, and holds an MFA from the University of 

Pennsylvania, where he studied with several artists including 

Alex Katz. In Springs, on Long Island, he worked with Willem 

de Kooning. His paintings and prints suggest vital forces of 

the natural world, and his current abstractions developed 

from nearly abstract landscapes he had been painting in 

Maine for many years. His lyrical work has roots in abstract 

expressionism.

As a child of the seventies, Cristina Sayers has always been 

attracted to a kaleidoscope of colors, patterns, and mediums 

of art. Santa Cruz has a curiously unique and vibrant arts 

community, and has provided her with a plethora of inspira-

tion. When she became a mother and child bride at fifteen, 

Cristina’s paints went into hibernation for the next eight years. 

Upon the reawakening of her creativity, she began the ex-

ploration of all things art with a focus on mixed media and 

collage. She is a humble, self-taught artist with a passion for 

color, trying to live life by adding and using all pretty colors.

Beverly Sky has been exploring the creative and narrative 

possibilities of weaving, papermaking, and fabric collage for 

almost fifty years. The work included here is from her nine 

piece fabric collage on canvas series titled We Shall Not Cease 

From Exploration: Windows On The Universe. These “windows” 

are inspired by T.S. Eliot’s The Four Quartets, Galileo Galilei, 

Paul Davie’s The Goldilocks Enigma, Joseph Campbell’s The 

Power of Myth, Carl Sagan and The Golden Record, and NASA’ 

s Voyager I (to name just a few). Born in Salzburg, Austria, she 

has lived in Canada, New York, Japan, and Mexico, and now 

calls Boston her home. Her studio is located at the Boston 

Center for the Arts. 

Neal Snidow teaches English at Butte Community College in 

Northern California. “Meter to the Black” is excerpted from his 

memoir Vista Del Mar, to be released in the summer of 2015. 

This is his first publication.

Robin Winfield lives in Monterey, California, and has a gallery 

and studio space in Carmel. A fine arts graduate of Smith 

College in Northampton, Massachusetts, Winfield has exhib-

ited in galleries across the country since 1990. She loves to 

travel, and has photographed architecture and other subjects 

from the many countries she has visited, including Mexico, 

Turkey, Italy, Japan, and India as well as the U.S. She is particu-

larly drawn to interesting angles, repeating patterns, shadows, 

light, and textures.
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