
LOVE SEA TURTLES?
MAKE SURE YOUR KIDS CAN, TOO.
Our oceans are being pushed to the brink of irreversible 
collapse by destructive fishing and pollution. If we  
don’t act now, abundant oceans – filled with turtles, 
dolphins and thousand-year-old corals – may soon only 
be a memory.

GET INVOLVED. HELP US SAVE OUR OCEANS.
VISIT OCEANA.ORG. CALL 1.877.7.OCEANA.
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Still Different. Always Relevant.

From printmaking to poetry.  

UC Santa Cruz is a cultural hub— 

presenting year-round lectures,  

concerts, art exhibitions, dance,  

and theater to our community.

events.ucsc.edu
creativewriting.ucsc.edu
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The Wedeen Hammer Group
at Morgan Stanley

Rachel Wedeen, CFP®
Senior Vice President

Financial Advisor

Tiffany Hammer, CFP®
Vice President

Financial Planning Specialist
Financial Advisor

6004 La Madrona Drive
Santa Cruz, CA 95060

831-440-5200
www.morganstanleyfa.com/

wedeenhammergroup

When our  
community thrives, 
we all prosper.
Prosperity is about so much more than money. It’s about  

living well in a community that is healthy and stable. At 

Morgan Stanley, we feel fortunate to live in a place that 

is supported by so many worthy service organizations. 

Their good deeds make everyone’s life richer. 

© 2014 Morgan Stanley Smith Barney LLC. Member SIPC. CRC588395 (12/12) CS 7338778 SUP031A 04/13

Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards Inc. owns the certification marks CFP®, CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER™ and federally registered CFP 
(with flame design) in the U.S., which it awards to individuals who successfully complete CFP Board’s initial and ongoing certification requirements.



waltdisney.org
Marc Davis, visual development for Sleeping Beauty, ca. 1959; Collection Mike Glad; © Disney | 

Leading Ladies and Femmes Fatales: The Art of Marc Davis is organized by The Walt Disney Family 

Museum. | © The Walt Disney Family Museum® Disney Enterprises, Inc. | © 2014 The Walt Disney 

Family Museum, LLC | The Walt Disney Family Museum is not affiliated with Disney Enterprises, Inc.

APR 30—NOV 3

Leading 
Ladies and 
Femmes 
Fatales 

Marc Davis is best known for creating beguiling, dynamic, and marvelously-designed 
characters, such as Sleeping Beauty’s Maleficent, Peter Pan’s Tinker Bell, and  
One Hundred and One Dalmatian’s Cruella de Vil. Fall under the spell of these leading  
ladies and femmes fatales with an exhibition of Davis’ work for The Walt Disney  
Studios and Disneyland Park, celebrating his ability to bring these beauties to life.
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Refine your craft and delve deeper into your
artistic journey in beautiful Pebble Beach.

REGISTER NOW at catamaranliteraryreader.com/conference

Share the legacy of others who have drawn 
inspiration from a place revered for its 
natural beauty, from Robinson Je�ers to 
John Steinbeck, Robert Louis Stevenson 
and Jack London.  
 
In Pebble Beach at the Stevenson School

Located on the picturesque 17-Mile Drive 
along the Central Coast, the Robert Louis 
Stevenson School’s campus is nestled 
among the cypress trees of the Del Monte 
Forest.  After your intensive experience in 
morning workshops, join us for afternoon 
excursions to explore literary landmarks and 
places of natural beauty in Pebble Beach 
and Carmel.  Enjoy full access to nearby 
beaches and coastal communities.  Socialize 
with your fellow participants at our evening 
receptions and presentations.

Poetry with    Kim Addonizio
   Joseph Millar
Non-Fiction with  John Moir
   Jane Vandenburgh
   Jonah Raskin
Fiction with    Gina Ochsner
   Elizabeth McKenzie
Program features 
 
•  Writing workshops (limited to 12 participants) in fiction,
 nonfiction, and poetry
•  Craft lectures from published poets and authors
•  Publishing panel with literary agents and presses
•  Participant readings
•  Four nights lodging in a single or double room at the
 Stevenson school campus
•  Twelve meals
•  Nightly receptions
•  Limited edition commemorative broadside
•  Complimentary copy of Catamaran Literary Reader
 
Optional Excursions 
 
•  John Steinbeck tour:  visit the author’s home in Pacific Grove
 and nearby Cannery Row
•  Robinson Je�ers tour:  visit Tor House, the poet’s home and
 stone tower at Carmel Point
•  Robert Louis Stevenson tour:  visit the physical site of 

Treasure Island at Point Lobos
•  Private events at the Monterey Bay Aquarium and Winfield 

Gallery in Carmel



George Abend, Untitled,
c. 1950, Oil on Canvas, 65 1/2” x 50 1/2”

Gwynn Murrill, Twisting Cheetah,
1999/2009, Bronze, ed. 9/9, 36” x 38” x 29”

David Ligare, Still Life with Bread and Wine,
2011, Oil on Canvas, 20” x 24”

photo: david kingsbury

Dolores between Ocean & 7th  •  Carmel, CA 93921
(800) 289-1950  •  (831) 624-3369  •  www.winfieldgallery.com
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LETTER FROM  
THE FOUNDING EDITOR

The only thing that is constant is change.

—Heraclitus

 
 
 
 
 

C onstant change is all around us: coastlines erode, 
weather patterns run amok, we grow old, friends 
and family pass away, and eventually so do we. 

What remains are the vestiges of our lives—our art, our 
literature, our architecture. 

In literature, and in dreams, water is a symbol of 
change. This issue of Catamaran is flooded (pardon) with 
images and themes of water. From Margot Douaihy’s prose 
poem, “Water,” which begins: “My days are all water,” to 
Kim Addonizio’s “Here be Dragons,” with “sea monsters 
prowling the depths,” we travel to the northern coast of 
France and visit the Bay of Somme in Colette’s whimsical 
short story, “Gone Fishin’.” 

Two essays from this issue take us to the waters off 
the coast of Central America. In Barbara Tannenbaum’s 

“Listening to Whales,” we retrace John Steinbeck’s voyage 
through the Sea of Cortez and share the delight of her first 
sighting of this gentle behemoth. In “Dry Season,” jour-
nalist and surfing enthusiast Frances Lefkowitz takes us 
from surfing in Northern California to the warm waters of 
Costa Rica where one surfs in swimsuits rather than thick 
layers of neoprene. 

A third essay by Catamaran nonfiction editor Tom 
Christensen reveals the fluid, ever-changing character 
of Sadakichi Hartmann—America’s adoptive art critic 
and avant-garde dramatist who was both revered and 
controversial. 

In nature we can witness the inevitable aspect of 
change and yet trick ourselves into thinking that at least 
the mountains are permanent—which, of course, they 
aren’t. We leave civilization and retreat into nature to find 
a sense of connection, and sometimes to find ourselves. 
In this issue, Catamaran contributing editor Dan White 
interviews two very intrepid women, Aspen Matis and Gail 
Storey, who, under different circumstances, trek all 2,650 
miles of the Pacific Crest Trail, Matis’s account of her jour-
ney will be published in April 2015.

We also look to nature for inspiration. The protagonist 
of Paul Skenazy’s story, Still Life, gathers rocks and drift-
wood and spends his remaining hours trying to reproduce 
them in paintings. The young characters in Molly Doyle’s 
debut story, Sketches to the Arctic Tundra in October, col-
laborate on a school project while witnessing the frailty of 
human nature. 

There is so much more in this issue—artwork that 
dances in sympathetic rhythm to the stories and poems, 
essays on Chinese symbolism, the color yellow, and how 
books fill our lives. 

We trust this issue of Catamaran will fill your life 
with a sense of wonder and appreciation for the seemingly 
endless stream of creative responses to our ever-changing 
world.

Catherine Segurson

— This issue is dedicated to Rachel Wedeen  
for her many years of community philanthropy  
in support of women’s education and the arts
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Low Tide, 2013
Clay, Paper, and Pigment on Canvas, 66 x 65 in

MARGOT DOUAIHY

Water

My days are all water, not that 70%-of-the-human-body lie 
they tell us. Water is the tonic in every atom of sky & earth. 
The sun? It’s actually water: orange floating in a vast black 
sea, charging the dark like electric eels tied at the tails. 
We’re born liquid—drooling & pooling, dimpled elbows 
& knees—water sliding us from one world to the next. In 
the morning I am an envelope licked & sealed shut until 
I pour water down my throat with my eyes closed. Like 
bone, water has memory, remembering what dissolved in 
it, though I will never recall in what lakes I’ve hid my re-
flection, or what tears have carved my face. Ocean keeps 
no record of where we sail, but it sank Atlas in one wet 
second. Water shocks: an ice-bath keeps greens green after 
steaming—holds hues in. At night, we swallow each other 
like water—two streams sweat into one. In the same hour, 
nameless men are water-boarding someone in a nameless 
building on a nameless street. Hear that? She’s in the bar 
bathroom splashing cold water on her face to sober up 
before driving home. The bartender is as uninterested as 
fog. Water gives, water takes. Frost likes to bite. Ice is quite 
delighted to burn & dismember. Water hides, water saves. 
Water loves to tell stories, even in death—like Ötzi the 
Iceman who emerged as 6,000-year-old snow melted in 
his narrow valley. Ice peeled back revealing his murder, 
his crawl to the gnarled tree, his coat of woven bark. Ötzi’s 
shoes of sewn grass & many animal skins let him cross ice 
& snow, a slow-motion loner. How holy must one be to 
walk on water? How lonely & free? Maybe God is water; 
the same water that breathed eons ago lives still—in this 
glass held by these fingers. In the shower I remembered 
one line from my dream poem—one single, perfect line. 
As each drop of water opened each cell like an egg, the 
line was clear. The moment the water stopped, I forgot.

Margot Douaihy, RYT, MA, PhD Candidate (Lancaster 

University), is the author of I Would Ruby If I Could (Factory 

Hollow Press, 2013). Her writing and insights have been fea-

tured in The Guardian, The Madison Review, Philadelphia 

Stories, Mic, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, Belle Rêve Literary 

Journal, and Poets House. www.margotdouaihy.com
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Estuary III, 2013
Clay, Paper, and Pigment on Canvas, 66 x 65 in

KIM ADDONIZIO

Here be 
Dragons

I’m not done with the compass
& I’m still puzzling over the chart
all those squiggles and numbers
sea monsters prowling the depths 
devouring ships serpent tusked whale
horsefish finned rhinoceros these
were my lovers these what dragged
me down what I wanted to be taken
to the underwater cities sirens
goatfish sphinxes whores I drank
in the taverns with pirates howler
monkeys my sea captain ancestors my
sozzled staggering fathers & returned
but not to any harbor only the curved
surface I sailed on

Kim Addonizio is the author of five poetry collections, 

most recently Lucifer at the Starlite (W.W. Norton, 2009). 

Her story collection, The Palace of Illusions, is forthcoming 

from Counterpoint/Soft Skull. She is currently working on a 

CD to accompany her new project, My Black Angel: Blues 

Poems & Portraits.
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BARBARA 
TANNENBAUM

Listening to 
Whales 

Sightings inspired  
by The Log from  

the Sea of Cortez

A s a reporter, I’ve written about whales for sev-
eral publications without ever seeing one at 
sea. Years ago, for an article about gray whales’ 

changing migratory patterns near the Bay Area, I found 
myself at Richmond’s Point San Pablo, walking around the 
abandoned, deteriorating buildings of the Del Monte Fish-
ing Company. This was the last commercial whaling plant 
in the u.s., shuttered in 1971 by the consequences of over-
fishing coupled with 1972’s passage of the federal Marine 
Mammal Protection Act. Looking across the bay to the 
distant outline of Marin County, I couldn’t spy anything 
swimming or at play in the surf—not whales, not even sea 
lions. Somehow, the absence felt right. Good, I remember 
thinking. Best that you stay away from us.

Despite my travels to far-flung Pacific islands in the 
intervening years, I always believed that the closest I’d 
ever get to seeing a giant cetacean was at the California 
Academy of Sciences. There, suspended from the ceiling 
of the East Pavilion, between the Earthquake Exhibit and 
the cafe, are the stark white bones of an eighty-seven-foot-
long blue whale. Its skeleton has been arranged with the 
skull pointing downwards, as if the specimen were in mid-
plunge towards the ocean’s depths.

Last year, I often found myself standing beneath this 
creature’s remains. I was a contractor assigned to write 
profiles and web-based content about Academy research-
ers and their findings. With my laptop and note-covered 
yellow legal pad tucked under one arm, I would head to 
the cafe between meetings, contemplating the giant speci-
men as I waited in line for coffee.

It hung there, static. Though contained within the 
building and backlit by floor-to-ceiling walls of clear glass, 
it invited the imaginative visitor to remember just how 
large the Earth’s single largest animal really was. A crea-
ture so large that mythologies across cultures have spun 
numerous tales of a fish that could swallow a man whole—
be it Jonah, Sinbad, Pinocchio, or his father Geppetto—
with innards large enough to let a man wander around its 
innards for anywhere from three days to two years with 
nary a burp.

In truth, the specimen didn’t move me despite my 
eagerness to feel it. Technology, not experience, brought 
me closest to an emotional appreciation of nature’s char-
ismatic giants. Sure, I’ve gasped and clung tightly to my 

DANAE MATTES

Under Blue, 2009
Clay, Paper, and Pigment on Canvas, 64.5 x 90 in
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explains, there are another ten assumed to be entangled 
and traveling in the vastness of the ocean, away from hu-
man eyes. This statistic was enough to make me wish, 
short of a technical revolution in the fishing industry, that 
we could use drones to patrol the seas and perhaps fix our 
mistakes.

Or take Michael Carver, noaa’s Deputy Superinten-
dent of Cordell Bank National Marine Sanctuary, who 
works out of Point Reyes. He and Jaime Jahncke, group di-
rector of Point Blue (formerly the Point Reyes Bird Obser-
vatory, or prbo), developed an iPhone app called “Whale 
Spotter” that enables boat captains, ferry operators, mari-
time industry officials, even folks on sailboats and whale 
watching tours to report to noaa when they sight pods of 
migrating whales in the Pacific.

noaa, trying to reduce the incidents of whale mortal-
ity from ship strikes, has already reduced the dimensions 
of three shipping lanes leading to the ports of Oakland 
and San Francisco. In some places, these routes overlap 
with biologically rich, federally protected National Marine 
Sanctuaries. The islands and underwater seamounts in the 
Gulf of the Farallones, Cordell Bank, and Monterey Bay 
are so rich in krill and other food sources that they attract 
several whale species.

Beefing up their monitoring with crowd-sourced data 
will soon enable noaa and the Coast Guard’s Vessel Traf-
fic Service to redirect ship traffic and, perhaps in some 
cases, slow it down. This technique is already working on 
the East Coast, where noaa installed sonic buoys near 
the Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary as part 
of its “Listening for Whales” program. The soundings trig-
ger vessels to reduce their speed when approaching prime 
whale feeding areas.

So much information. Yet, in the midst of these in-
terviews, a personal question kept nagging: When would 
I ever get myself in the water and go exploring? That was 
another gap difficult to bridge. With so much reporting 
to do, it would be better to head back to my desk. There 
were e-mails and phone calls to make, documents to read.

Then, while I was standing underneath the Academy’s 
blue whale specimen, a new thought arose. A colleague 
and I were talking about literature and John Steinbeck, 
California’s only Nobel Prize laureate.

“You know,” my friend said, “there are labels in 

the Academy’s ichthyology collection written by John 
Steinbeck.”

I must have given him a blank look. “His book, Sea of 
Cortez: A Leisurely Journal of Travel and Research,” he con-
tinued. “About the specimens he collected in 1940 with his 
friend, Ed Ricketts?” he added helpfully.

Ricketts, he explained, worked at the Hopkins Marine 
Station in Monterey under the auspices of Stanford Uni-
versity. In the mid-1960s, when the lab changed its focus 
from collections to molecular biology, the Academy ac-
quired the specimens collected by Steinbeck and Ricketts 
on the journey made famous in their 1941 book.

It was enough of an inspiration that I booked the plane 
tickets. I brought along Steinbeck’s The Log from the Sea 
of Cortez (an excerpt from the original, published in 1951 
after Ricketts’s death), hoping to see how the novelist made 
literature out of the scientific expedition. I didn’t see how 
the two could be reconciled. As the poet and editor John 
Crowe Ransom wrote in The World’s Body, “Science grati-
fies a rational or practical impulse and exhibits the mini-
mum of perception. Art gratifies a perceptual impulse and 
exhibits the minimum of reason.”

* * *

Before long I found myself on a catamaran with thirty 
other tourists. We were rounding the southernmost tip of 
Baja California after a desultory snorkeling expedition at 
Cabo Pulmo’s coral reefs. It was late December and the 
sky was clouded over. Underwater, the view was dark. Col-
umns of sand had been stirred up by the other snorkelers. 
Heading back to Cabo San Lucas, the sound system of the 
catamaran pounded with seventies-era rock music. Sure-
footed, the tour operators danced and shimmied over the 
hull and netting as they passed out bottles of Corona and 
Tecate to their thirsty clients.

There is an awful lot of human culture amid this 
natural wonderland, which Jacques Cousteau long ago 
described as “the world’s aquarium.” Hotels and restau-
rants now cover the southern tip, and a thicket of yachts, 
fishing boats, and pangas crowd the bay. The downtown 
streets and Médano beachfront marina are filled with 
hawkers. Standing on corners or manning booths, they’d 
shout, “Lady! Lady! Lady!” when my wife, Leah, and I 
walked through the marina. Those shouts were a constant, 

dog’s leash when we were a stone’s throw from a bobcat in 
a distant meadow beyond the hiking trail. Or felt that spe-
cial catch of adrenaline that comes when we spot a coyote’s 
early morning saunter through the grass of a tawny hillside. 
But really, it was Ustream’s live feed of squawking baby 
owlets that inspired me to find where a similar nest of barn 
owls was located in my neighborhood. Museum webcams 
enabled me to look eye-to-eye with blacktip reef sharks and 
sea turtles. Digital files by oceanographers allowed me to 
eavesdrop on an orca’s clicks and echolocations. Websites 
helped me compare the differences between the tail flukes 
of gray whales, minkes, and humpbacks. Most hauntingly, 
iPhone pictures let me observe a team of scientists conduct 
a methodical necropsy of a stranded juvenile orca along a 
hard-to-reach section of Stinson Beach.

Growing up in Los Angeles, I never lacked the oppor-
tunity to explore the ocean. As a kid, I remember outings 
to Will Rogers State Beach and splashing in the rolling 
lines of crashing waves. There was a big yellow school bus 
that lumbered down our street that took us for the day to 
Santa Monica.

I remember those foggy mornings, bracing myself 
against the dining room table and holding my breath as 
my mother rubbed cold suntan oil on my back and shoul-
ders. It made my bathing suit, which already cut into my 
chest, sticky beneath my white T-shirt with its blue embla-
zoned logo. Maybe that discomfort was the reason that, as 
a teenager, I’d shrug at seeing my neighbors in their beach 

towels and flip-flops board the bus on Ventura Boulevard. 
They were absorbed in gossip and the pop songs on their 
transistor radio, and I didn’t try to chat with them. The 
bus drove over the Sepulveda Pass, the majority of its pas-
sengers staying in their seats until it reached the Pacific, 
the end of the line. But I always ducked out at Wilshire 
Boulevard, happy for the short hike to the bookstores and 
used-record shops in Westwood Village.

Now I was encountering scientists who were creat-
ing bridges between realms that I thought were resolutely 
separate—wilderness and versus technology, human popu-
lation and biological diversity. Within the Academy’s walls, 
it was commonly understood that we are living in the An-
thropocene era, a period of geologic time characterized 
by mankind’s impact on the planet’s environment. So, on 
the one hand, researchers focus on the broad view, con-
tinuing the traditional work of organizing the richness of 
living forms into evolutionary histories and relationships. 
But they also care about sustaining this biological diver-
sity. And so the question arises of how to accomplish this: 
Should people keep their distance? Or should we draw 
close and, if need be, intervene?

People working in the basement labs or addressing 
visitors on the public floor had different answers. There 
was the Whale Entanglement Team (w.e.t.), a West Coast 
group of thirty volunteers regulated by noaa Fisheries’ 
(National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Fish-
eries’) Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response 
Program. Kathi Koontz, whose day job is as a program 
manager at the Academy’s Morrison Planetarium, explains 
that her team needs the public to report sightings of dis-
tressed whales to a 24/7 hotline (1-877-sos-whale) or to 
the u.s. Coast Guard on vhf Channel 16. Then the team 
springs into action, sailing out to assess the entanglements 
of life-threatening fishing lines, crab pots, and other debris.

“Often, we only get one chance to make one cut,” 
Koontz says. The team places a telemetry device on the 
whale and tracks its movements. Sometimes they must 
follow the creature for days until weather and location 
enable them to move the whale into position for a single, 
freeing cut. “We even take videos underwater to look at 
the entanglement,” she adds. “We model the potential cut 
using string we carry in the boat.”

Unfortunately, for every whale they do find, Koontz 

For every whale they do 
find there are another ten 
assumed to be entangled 
and traveling in the 
vastness of the ocean, 
away from human eyes.

editorial note editorial note



CATAMARAN  25

COURTESY SPINDRIFT GALLERY

24  Barbara Tannenbaum

MICHAEL MOTE

Vintage Year, 2013
Oil on Canvas, 20 x 30 in

unwelcome refrain, an unpleasant side effect of poverty 
and tourism’s hard-edged mix. It took all our patience to 
decline their constant offers of free or discounted voyages—
free or discounted, of course, only if we’d first listen to a 
half-day presentation on investing in time shares.

But once we are at sea, the colorful surf at the tip of 
Baja California still inspires awe. Deep ultramarine blues 
bleed into sparkling turquoise, and long lines of sugar-
white foam caps roll toward the arid shore.

Reading about Steinbeck’s journey on the Western 
Flyer, I found that the novelist, for the most part, avoided 
the language of emotion or poetry in favor of an objective, 
dispassionate tone, as if he were humbled by the rigors 
of species identification and placement within Linnaean 
taxonomy. Even so, something about that surf-blasted, 
rocky archipelago made even Steinbeck turn to fairy 
tales and myth to help himself imagine how humankind, 
or perhaps his alter ego, might occupy such a wild and  
vivid spot.

Seeing the cape’s dramatic arches and wind-carved 
caves, Steinbeck described the site as “a small boy’s dream 
of pirates,” complete with “gold bars and jewels and beauti-
ful ladies.”

And it’s still remarkable to behold, despite the cruise 
ships towering over the horizon and the water taxis buzz-
ing near the shore. We’d be back there soon enough. May-
be the day could be saved with a little beach swimming. 
That’s when we saw them: three black humps on the hori-
zon, each one spouting a plume of water.

“Whales!” the passengers cried.
“Las ballenas!” roared our captain.
The boat turned and gave chase. A school of dolphins 

appeared starboard, their dorsal fins and glinting, curved 
backs slicing through the water like paddle wheels. The 
whales seemed to tease us, letting us gain on them briefly 
before gliding away to a midpoint on the horizon.

“Maybe if you turned off the music,” I lamely suggest-
ed, “they’d let us get closer.”

Leah was looking in the opposite direction. Suddenly 
she gasped. A cetacean that seemed close but was probably 
many boat-lengths away was breaching the water. We saw 
its enormous gray barnacle-encrusted back as it rose up 
and fell, slapping its side hard against the dark surface of 
the surging water. Its tail fluke waved and slapped again. 

And then it was gone. God, it was huge. And fast, too. A 
long moment passed as I tried to grasp what I’d seen. Long 
enough to see it spout another watery plume of farewell on 
the distant horizon.

It was only a moment, but I was grateful for the sight-
ing. With it came a potent reminder of shared space and 
connection between that whale and myself. The largest 
citizen from the natural world reached out to a boat filled 
with loud, drunken tourists, and momentarily transported 
us beyond the limits of both habit and imagination.

We turned back to the cape and the boat picked up 
speed. We glided over the water, imperfect and unavoid-
able. The darkening sky made the sea look impenetrable. 
It was an illusion, I knew: a sensation not merely to be ana-
lyzed and understood, but also to be felt as deeply as the 
catch in my throat. It was more than enough to redeem the 
day; in fact, it was a worthy encounter that would bridge 
the gap that had split so many other days.

Barbara Tannenbaum is a journalist and author based in San 

Rafael. Her work has appeared in The New York Times, Los 

Angeles Times, Salon.com, and San Francisco magazine. She 

recently finished a novel set in Los Angeles about daughters 

and mothers transforming their lives during the culturally 

turbulent 1970s.
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FRANCES LEFKOWITZ

Dry  
Season 
Losing and  

finding myself  
in the surf

J ust three waves, my friend Sherie and I tell our-
selves as we tramp down to our rocky Northern 
California break, only to see the waves blown out 

or too big or closed out or too small. Set the expectations 
low, avoid wishful thinking, abnegate all claims on mag-
nificence, and simply try to catch a wave. Then another. 
Then another. That’s all, and make it be enough. Not to get 
all Zen-and-the-art-of-surfing on you, but reined-in expec-
tations can be an architect of happiness: low expectations, 
reduced hopes, and paying all attention to each step it 
takes to do whatever it is you’re doing—such as catching 
one wave, then two, then three. Bobbing on the water by 
the base of the raggedly majestic Mount Tamalpais; in the 
distance, a thick tongue of fog obscuring all but two tips of 
the Golden Gate Bridge; the cold electricity of saltwater on 
my skin; and every once in a while the smooth canine head 
of a sea lion popping up beside me with inquisitive brown 
eyes: shouldn’t this be enough? Yes, and sometimes it is.

And then there are those days when the waves are es-
pecially big or small or I’m feeling especially weak or out 
of practice, like I may have trouble lifting my own body 
in one snap from belly to feet, kicking my legs underneath 
myself in a single motion. Those are the days I am both 
questioning and congratulating myself for simply getting 
me and my board to the beach, for stripping down to skin 
in the overcast chill and pushing my body into the 4-mm-
thick wetsuit and the neoprene gloves, booties, and hood. 
Those are the days I am whispering to myself as I wade 
into the cold water, my board at my side, doglike in its 
loyalty and companionship, in the way it stays just a leash-
length away from me because in fact we are tethered by 
a leash. Those are the days I am saying aloud, for me and 
my dog to hear, “Just one wave.”

* * *

A person can make a meditation out of anything, and lately 
I have been making mine of listening. Unlike the cypress 
and eucalyptus of my local beach in my native state, the 
palm trees where I am now in coastal Costa Rica, in the 
province of Guanacaste, have no real scent. It’s January, 
dry season, so what you smell is heat, interrupted by pass-
ing whiffs of cooking, brush burning, and whatever body 
lotion you happen to be wearing. Though I am sweating all 
the time, even at night, I can’t seem to smell it. So when I 
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ning for a ledge, but the waves would not provide. Instead 
of opening up to smooth, they were closing out, folding 
over all at once with a thunderous boom and back spray 
that struck like lightning. And once they crashed, all that 
power converted into a wide bay of foamy white water.

Two of my friends were better surfers than I was. They 
groaned, they sighed, they cursed. Then they charged in, 
slipped onto their boards, and paddled long and hard to 
slog through that white water and out to the waves. The 
other two friends were beginners. They headed straight 
for the white water with the intention of staying there and 
practicing their moves. Though I’ve been surfing for fif-
teen years, I’ve learned my limits, negotiated with my ego, 
and come to the conclusion that having fun is more im-
portant to me now than facing down fear. So I swallowed 
my pride and followed the beginners.

The sun was nodding toward the sea, saturating the air 
with a postcard-golden light, and the silhouettes of char-
tered sailboats on their daily sunset cruises added to the 
idyll. My northern body is always and forever surprised at 
the absurd luxury of a warm ocean, and I got a whiff of gid-
diness just by wading in, floating my board beside me. The 
temperature was luxurious, but the current was belligerent, 
pulling severely to the south, a kind of liquid treadmill we 
had to push through in order to get closer to the waves. 
After fifteen minutes I was breast-deep, positioned in the 
immediate rumbling aftermath of the breaking waves, 
when one crashed down maybe twenty feet in front of me, 
then bubbled up into foam. I pivoted the surfboard around 
to face the beach, put my belly to the belly of the board, 
and let that gurgling white water of a broken wave—still 
plenty full of power—pick me up and carry me. Then I 
got to my feet and pretended to surf. Then I treadmilled 
back out, caught another faux wave, rode it in, went back 
out for another. Over and over I did this, getting giddier 
with each quick ride in and each laborious trek back out. 
For the first time in two weeks, I was out of breath from 
catching waves, out of my mind from dropping into my 
body, fully immersed in the elements of water and air, the 
effort and momentum, the whoosh and glide. Finally, fi-
nally, my moment of Zen, my moment of forgetting, my 
moment of fullness.

The Costa Rican sunset emerged as gorgeous as its 
cliché, and still I pushed through the current, then rode 

back in on bubbles. The two beginners flopped around on 
their boards, almost as happy as me. The other two, the 
surfers who’d braved the waves and the arduous paddle out 
to them, stood on the beach, still wet with disappointment 
at having caught just one or two before declaring them 
unrideable and paddling back in. The light was going, and 
they wanted to get going, too. But first, I had to catch a 
few more rides.

Another admission: the tropics are both more seduc-
tive and more unnerving to me than the northern land-
scapes I know so well. The palm trees, the papayas, the 
Pilsen beer, the white sand, the black sand, the neon 
birds, the thin colorful sarongs we get to wear instead of 
clothes, the slow pace that the heat forces upon us, the ab-
surdly warm water that makes wetsuits obsolete, the sheer 
amount of skin showing: the combination beckons and 
thrills with its foreignness, its sensual delights. But there 
is also the kind of pleasure that comes from a foggy chill 
in the morning giving way to sun, then returning in the 
evening; from hooded sweatshirts cinched tight over wet 
hair; from rocky cliffs scrubbed with dusty green coyote 
bush and flecks of bright yellow broom—simply because 
these are the sights and sensations that formed me, that 
grew me up. It’s that satisfaction that comes from surf-
ing my home break, where I know the contours of the 
beach, its obstacles and its sweet spots, how it acts at each 
shift in tide and wind, and the tricks to getting in and 
out without getting bashed against the rocks. Perhaps this 
is the age-old contrast between the fever-pitched lure of 
the exotic, undiscovered, and possibly dangerous, and the 
low-throbbing bass of the familiar and safe, the comfort 
and contentment that come from intimacy, from knowing 
and being known.

* * *

At fifty years old, a person should already have suffered 
every heartbreak she’s going to endure. Then again, she 
probably has no business falling in love again either. I’ve 
had more than my fair share of love affairs—the ones that 
build you up and the ones that tear you down—and at this 
stage I wonder if I’m a little greedy for wanting another go 
at it, for desiring one that sticks, one that shifts gracefully 
from the feverish to the familiar. I have learned the con-
tours of enough men, discovered their sweet spots, found 

need to filibuster my mind away from the bone it is chew-
ing—a broken heart, of course—the sense I pay attention 
to is sound. I close my eyes, I whisper to myself, “Listen to 
the waves.” And with these four words, this simple instruc-
tion, they appear: the waves emerge from the background 
to the foreground, and I hear them wherever I am—walk-
ing the dusty road, lying in a white-sheeted bed, hanging 
the laundry, even on the beach, because yes, it is possible 
to let your thoughts fornicate you over so thoroughly that 
you can be adjacent to the ocean, even inside or atop the 
ocean, underneath it or intertwined with it, and still not 
hear its constant mumbling voice. But just listen for the 
waves and there they are.

Back home, California is going through a drought 
worse than the one that haunted my childhood in the 
1970s, the one that taught me that water is a kind of gold. 
Jittery with rejection, and surrounded by eerie cloudless 
skies, I had to get away from the couch, the bed, the books, 
the dishes, even the cats, because they were all indented 
with the weight of a man who didn’t want me anymore. 
It had been a short relationship, but it had come after a 
long dry spell, and I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to 
blossom, and then, so suddenly, to wither. If there is a God, 
he showed up immediately, through frequent flyer miles, 
a calendar with no work scheduled, and surfing friends 
sending an open invitation to stay at their rental in Costa 
Rica. I said yes, I said thank you. And ten days later I was 
flying into a place that was in the midst of its dry season, 
yet was greener than my California in its current attempt 
at a wet season.

I’ve been here to surf and stay with these friends three 
or four times over the past ten years, but on this particu-

lar trip at this particular time to this particular slice of 
the Pacific coast, the waves seem to disappoint everyone. 
They’re either too big or too small, or breaking too close 
to shore, or folding over all at once into foam that plasters 
onto itself and leaves no room to ride. All kinds of forces 
as elusive as clouds are conspiring to create these condi-
tions, including storms in Asia and Africa, the slope of the 
beaches as altered by last season’s shifting sands, and tides, 
moons, planets, gravity, and various other laws of physics, 
geology, weather—and who knows, maybe even God. But 
for whatever reason, here in a region famous for waves—es-
pecially in winter, when it doesn’t rain but isn’t supposed 
to—the forces are not coming together as anyone wants 
them to. Sometimes, standing on the edge of the water 
wearing just a bathing suit and sunscreen, tying my board 
to myself with the decisive glue of Velcro, I look out at 
the massive walls of water thundering down or the tiny 
puckering wavelets soldiering against the opposing wind, 
and I say, loud enough for myself to hear, “Just don’t die.”

And sometimes I do in fact catch just three waves or 
just one wave, and I am satisfied simply to do that, and 
to do it without breaking my neck—something I have, in 
fact, done—or even breaking the surface of my skin, and 
to make it out of the ocean as smoothly as I got into it.

This is hard for a self-respecting surfer to admit, but 
the best session I’ve had here was the day when I gave up 
trying to paddle out to the waves and just bounced around 
in the white water instead. Truth be told, I did not even 
attempt to get to the waves, as the mere sound of them 
crashing told me to stay away. Carrying my board atop my 
head, I’d trekked with my four girlfriends and their boards 
along the concrete path from the dirt parking lot, listening 
to the water pounding on the sand. When I rounded the 
corner to the top of the dune, what I saw only confirmed 
what I’d heard: massive edifices of water, maybe only six 
feet tall, but thick, and long, stretching almost the length 
of the two-mile beach. It was not just the dimensions and 
the force of these walls that intimidated; it was the way 
they were breaking—jacking up and curling over. A surfer 
needs a wave to peel to the side as it breaks, exposing a 
glassy, rideable slope. Better surfers, especially those on 
maneuverable short boards, can handle sharper slopes, but 
all of us need some kind of shoulder to ride on. My friends 
and I stood on that hot sand for fifteen minutes, scan-

A surfer needs a wave  
to peel to the side  
as it breaks, exposing  
a glassy, rideable slope.
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the places where they shift and crumble, and where they 
lift and glide. Every time, I think I am ready to trade the 
whoosh of discovery for the safety of the known, the inti-
mate. Then I remember, there is no safety in the known, 
either.

But the heart has a mind of its own, and I’ve never 
been able to talk it out of or into anything, not with a 
whisper, not with a shout. Some things come down from 
on high: We cannot make it rain; we cannot make it stop 
raining. We cannot grow the waves or flatten them. Even 
if we travel 4,000 miles, we may not get what we want; we 
may stand at the shore and wish for something other than 
what is. We may have to settle for less, and we may find 
that sometimes less is enough, that less provides all the 
giddiness we can handle.

A whisper is a kind of audible scribble, a note you write 
in sound, though on these hot beaches I am also writing 
notes to myself in sand, with the tips of pointed shells and 
branches. And yes, I am whispering to myself, also speak-
ing to myself in whatever voice is between a whisper and 
a shout, even singing to myself as I walk, as I bob, as I veer 
into and out of sleep. I am doing anything I can to remind 
myself to listen and be satisfied.

Frances Lefkowitz (FrancesLefkowitz.net) is the author 

of To Have Not, named one of five Best Memoirs of 2010 

by SheKnows.com. She has also published hundreds of 

articles, essays and stories in national literary and con-

sumer magazines, from Tin House, Glimmer Train, New 

World Writing, Fiction, Superstition Review, and The Sun, 

to Good Housekeeping, Natural Health, Martha Stewart’s 

Whole Living, and National Geographic’s Green Guide. 

Honors include a Rhode Island State Council on the Arts 

Literary Fellowship, and special mentions for the Pushcart 

Prize (twice) and Best American Essays. The former Senior 

Editor of Body+Soul and the current Book Reviewer for 

Good Housekeeping, Frances also teaches writing work-

shops, and blogs about writing, publishing, and footwear at  

PaperInMyShoe.com.
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COLETTE

Gone Fishin’
This story takes place along the beaches of France 
that border the English Channel with its extreme 

tides. The character of The Silent One is probably 
based on Colette’s friend and confidant, Léon 

Hamel. The character of Maggie may be modeled 
after the writer Meg Villars, who married Colette’s 

first husband after Colette divorced him. First 
published in Les Vrilles de la vigne, 1908.

F RIDAY.—Marthe says, “Kids, we’re going fish-
ing tomorrow at the Headlands! Café au lait for 
everyone at eight. Anyone who’s not ready, the car 

leaves behind.” And I lower my head and say, “Terrific!” 
with a submissive joy, and not without irony. Marthe, a 
combative creature, inflicts happiness in a harsh tone of 
voice and with abrupt gestures. Decisively she lays out the 
agenda for our holiday: “We’ll have lunch there, on the 
beach. We’ll take you, and then The Silent One, who’ll 
carry all the fish, and also Maggie, so she can finally wear 
her pretty new bathing outfit.”

With that, she turns on her heels. Later from afar I 
see, on the terrace that commands the sea, Marthe with 
her reddish-brown bun of hair, questioning the horizon 
with a threatening and challenging glance. I think I can 
tell from the way she’s shaking her little warrior’s brow 
that she’s muttering, “Just you let it rain tomorrow, and 
you’ll see.” She comes back inside, and rescued from the 
pressure of her stare, the sun can set in peace beyond the 
Bay of Somme, a humid and flat desert where the sea, as 
it pulls back, leaves oblong lakes, round pools, vermillion 
canals where horizontal rays are bathing. The dunes are 
mauve, with a rare head of hair made of bluish grass - an 
oasis of delicate convolvulus, their pink-veined umbrella 
skirts torn by the wind when they open.

The thistles on the dunes, in azured sheet metal, mix 

with the restharrow flowering carmine, restharrow that 
pricks with a thorn so short that you don’t suspect it. Mea-
ger and hardy flora that hardly ever wilt, and brave the 
wind and the salty waves; flora that match our combative 
little hostess, that handsome reddish thistle, with the look 
of a shameless schoolboy.

Yet here and there the sea fennel turns green, fat, juicy, 
acidulous, the lively and tender flesh of dunes pale as snow. 
When Marthe, my annoying friend, exasperates every-
one—when you’re ready (because of her look of a young 
fury, her boyish voice) to forget that she’s a woman—then 
Marthe laughs abruptly, adjusts a reddish lock of hair that 
has come loose, showing her arms—light-colored, glow-
ing—which you want to bite and which would crunch, 
cool, acidulous, and juicy to the tooth like sea fennel.

The Bay of Somme, still humid, darkly reflects an 
Egyptian sky: raspberry, turquoise, and ash green. The 
sea has retreated so far out that you have to wonder if it 
will ever come back. Yes, it will return, treacherous and 
furtive as I know it here. You don’t think of it; you read on 
the sand, you play, you sleep, facing the sky—right until 
a cold tongue insinuates itself between your big toes and 
rips from you a nervous yell: the sea is there, just flat; it has 
covered twenty kilometers of beach with the silent speed 
of a snake. Before we could anticipate it, it soaked a book, 
blackened a white skirt, drowned the croquet set and ten-
nis racquets. Five minutes more, and there it is—hitting 
the wall of the terrace with a soft and rapid slap-slapping, 
with the submissive and content motion of a dog wagging 
its tail.

A dark bird zooms out from the sunset, an arrow shot 
by the dying sun. It passes over my head with the rustling 
of stretched silk, and it changes, against the darkening 
west, into a snowy seagull.

* * *

SATURDAY MORNING, 8:00 A.M.—Blue and gold 
fog, cool wind, all is well. Marthe is delivering an oration 
below and the multitudes tremble, prostrate. I’m rushing: 
will I arrive in time to keep her from putting too much 
pepper on the potato salad?

8:30 A.M.—We leave! The car purrs, decorated 
with floating shrimp nets. From deep within a greenish 
raincoat, from behind a pair of convex lenses, Marthe  
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vituperates against the clumsy zeal of the maids: “Those 
blockheads stuck the apricots right against the cold roast 
pork!” Still, she condescends to offer me a gloved paw, 
and I surmise that she’s smiling at me with a deep-sea 
diver’s grace. Maggie, barely awake, slowly becomes con-
scious of the outside world and smiles in English. We know 
all that she’s hiding under her long overcoat, a bathing 
outfit right out of a vaudeville routine (the shrimp-fishing 
scene). The Silent One, who speaks not a word, smokes  
energetically.

8:45 A.M.—On the flat road that twists unnecessar-
ily and hides, around each bend, a peasant and his cart, 
Marthe, at the wheel, brakes a bit suddenly and grumbles 
in her diving suit.

8:50 A.M.—Sharp turn, peasant and cart. Lurch to 
the left. Marthe yells, “Cuckold!”

9:00 A.M—Sharp turn: in the middle of the road, 
a little boy and his wheelbarrow full of manure. Lurch to 
the right. Marthe just brushes the kid and yells, “Cuckold!” 
Already? Poor kid.

9:20 A.M.—The sea, to the left, between the round-
ed dunes. And that sea is even farther out than it was yes-
terday evening. My companions assure me that while I was 
dozing it rose right up to that fringe of pink shells, but I 
don’t believe it for a minute.

9:30 A.M.—The Shacks! Three or four black coffins 
made of tarred planks stain the dune, the dune of a sand 
so pure here, so delicately mammillated by the wind, that 
it makes you think of snow, of Norway, of lands where 
winter never ends.

Without moving, yet rolled,
The fine sand hollows out an alcove
Where, despite the cries of the mauve
Seagull, one can hide, and the dune molds
A bed in its charming folds,

murmurs The Silent One, a modest poet. Marthe, excited, 
leans over the wheel and… sinks two of the car’s tires. Fast-
er than a little bulldog, she jumps out, gauges the damage, 
and calmly declares: “This spot is good, anyway. Farther 
up the road I couldn’t turn.”

We arrive at the end of the earth. The dune, com-
pletely naked, shelters between its rounded knees the black 

shacks, and in front of us lies the desert that deceives and 
fortifies, the desert under a white sun, its gilding washed 
out by the mist of hot days.

10:00 A.M.—“Papuan Tribe Conjuring the Spirit of 
the Bitter Waters”—that’s the caption I’ll write on the back 
of the snapshot that Maggie just took. The “natives,” with 
heads like wet seals, in the water up to their waists, strike 
the sea with long poles, howling rhythmically. They beat 
the fish into a net stretched across an elongated lake, a 
huge arm of the sea abandoned here by the tide’s neglect. 
Brill are swarming there, and bay shrimp, and flounder, 
and sand dabs. Marthe flings herself out and digs around 
the moving sand banks like a good ratter. I imitate her, first 
taking tentative steps, because all my skin bristles to feel 
passing between my ankles something flat, alive, and shiny.

“Get it, get it! Good God! Can’t you see it?”
“What?”
“A sand dab, a sand dab, right there!”
There? Yes, a flat plate, covered in mother-of-pearl, 

that flashes and escapes between two waves. Heroically I 
search the sea bottom, down on all fours, flat on my belly, 
dragging along on my knees. A quick yelp: Marthe cries 
out in triumph and her streaming arm raises the flat plate 
that writhes and lashes. I’ll die of jealousy if I come back 
empty-handed. Where is The Silent One? The coward, 
he’s fishing with a shrimp net. And Maggie? She’s fine, 
she’s swimming, only worried about her figure and her 
suit of raspberry silk. I’m only competing against Marthe—
Marthe and her cap of red hair stuck to her head, Marthe 
knotted up in a huge blue jersey, a little sailor with a round 
behind. The creaturers, the creatures, I can sense them, 
they’re mocking me. A large sand eel in mother-of-pearl 
flashes from the soft sand, draws in the air a sparkling 
monogram with its serpent’s tail, and dives back down.

11:00 A.M.—The Papuan tribe has finished its con-
juring. The Spirit of the Bitter Waters, responsive to ritual 
howling, has filled their nets to the brim with flat fish. On 
the sand, still held captive in the tarred mesh, the beauti-
ful, suffering plaice, with their very moving bellies; the 
insipid flounder; the brill indelibly spattered with blood. 
But I only want the prey hunted down by my own flayed 
hands, between my knees scraped by sand and sharp shells. 
The brill, I know it now, it’s a big canary that nosedives be-
tween my ankles drawn together and gets jammed there—

SEFLA JOSEPH

Beach House, 2014
Acrylic on Canvas, 60 x 90 in
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the sand dab is just as dumb. We fish side by side, Marthe 
and I, and the same yelp escapes from both of us when 
the catch is good.

11:30 A.M.—The sun bakes our napes, our shoulders 
emerging from the warm and caustic water. The waves, 
under our tired gazes, dance in blue-green moiré patterns, 
in gold rings, in broken necklaces. Ouch, my back! I look 
for my mute companions: The Silent One arrives, just like 
Marthe, completely beat, and groans, “I’m hungry!” The 
Silent One smokes, and his huge cigar only leaves him 
enough room for a proud smile. He holds out to us his 
shrimp net overflowing with live mother-of-pearl.

Now it’s Maggie’s turn to come back, delighted with 
herself. She has caught seven shrimp and a baby sole.

“Time for soup, kids!” yells Marthe. The natives trans-
port the catch to the car.

“Are we taking it all? There’s at least fifty pounds!”
“First of all, it boils down a lot when you cook it. We’ll 

eat some fried tonight, tomorrow morning with grated 
cheese on top, tomorrow night in a court bouillon. So 
we’ll cook some ourselves, and maybe give some to the 
neighbors.”

1:00 P.M.—Seated in a tent, we eat lunch, gradually 
sobering up. Down there, at the bottom of the blinding 
and shadowless desert, something boils mysteriously, purrs, 
and comes closer—the sea! Champagne doesn’t galvanize 
us, a headache hovers over our hardworking heads.

We contemplate one another without generosity. Mar-
the has gotten sunburnt on her little bulldog nose. The 
Silent One yawns and chews his fifth cigar. Maggie shocks 
us a bit, too white and too naked in her raspberry suit.

“What is that smell?” Marthe shouts. “It stinks of musk, 
and I don’t know what else.”

“It’s the fish. The nets are hanging over there, full.”
“My hands stink, too. It’s the flounder that smells 

musky and rotten. What if we give a little bit of fish to the 
nice natives?”

2:00 P.M.—Mournful trip home. We’re secretly 
sniffing our hands. Everything smells like raw fish: the 
cigar of The Silent One, Maggie’s suit, Marthe’s moist hair. 
The west wind, soft and burning, smells like fish. The car 
exhaust, and the dune glazed with blue shadows, and this 
whole day, it all smells of fish.

3:00 P.M.—Back home. The villa smells like fish. 

Fierce, nauseated, Marthe shuts herself in her room. The 
cook knocks on her door:

“Would Madame tell me if she wants the sand dabs 
fried or with grated cheese tonight?”

A door bursts open furiously and Marthe’s voice 
vociferates:

“Do me a favor and make all that sea crap disappear 
from this house. And for the next week, I forbid you to 
serve anything but soft-boiled eggs and roast chicken!”

—Translated from the French  
by Zack Rogow and Renée Morel

Colette (1873–1954) wrote many novels, including Gigi and 

Chéri, made into popular movies. This story is taken from 

Shipwrecked on a Traffic Island and Other Previously Un-

translated Gems, a collection to be published by SUNY Press 

in November 2014.

Zack Rogow’s is the poetry editor of Catamaran Literary 

Reader. His translations from the French include work by 

André Breton, George Sand, and Marcel Pagnol. He has re-

ceived the PEN/Book-of-the-Month Club Translation Prize, 

and teaches in the low-residency MFA in writing program at 

the University of Alaska, Anchorage. Rogow is the author, 

editor, or translator of twenty books or plays.

Renée Morel is a translator and adjunct professor of French 

at City College of San Francisco. She founded the popular 

Café Musée series of lectures on French literature, art, and 

history.
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MELISSA  
REESER POULIN

Freshman 
Biology

Mr. Miller, all gesture
and mnemonic device, shouts
mighty mighty mitochondria!
and I’m awake,
but barely,
my notes in an inky tangle
of flowers and eyelashes,
while Greg the quarterback
snaps his gum, tries
to unhook my overalls
from one seat back.

Tortillas! Mr. Miller insists,
pointing to the overhead screen.
I nod blankly at the drawing of border
and nucleus, the immutable
order of the textbook universe.

Here in the present,
we fill in the blanks for all futures,
all pasts under the sun—photosynthesis,
mitosis, meiosis—while outside
the faceless trees are moving
perfectly toward rebirth.

We sleep through it, the answers
sewn in our skin. We don’t know
we’ve been locked,
each with his skeleton and clock,
into the private classroom
of the body.

Melissa Reeser Poulin teaches English and creative writ-

ing in Portland. She completed her MFA at Seattle Pacific 

University, and is currently editing Winged, an anthology of 

new literature on humans and honey bees. 
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JEANNE WAGNER

Useful  
Life 

At the tax 
depreciation  

seminar

The depreciable life of a parking garage is fifteen, unless 
its roof is the floor of the building above it, in which case 
it’s thirty-nine. Office furniture is seven, the stove five and 
the fax machine five. But if a machine has its wires embed-
ded in the wall behind it so they ease through the wall like 
veins, we might consider that wall part of the machine, 
thus five, as if there’s a contagion here, a life-changing 
symbiosis, one function conspiring with the other, because 
they’re too close to be segregated, like the heart feeding 
its blue canals, or the way the lungs recycle our breath, 
breath—intangible, and therefore amortized, whereas eyes, 
attached by a nerve, can be pulled out from the skull like 
a stove from the wall, though somehow vision seems to 
take place outside the body, as if eyes are really windows 
of the soul—windows, thirty-nine, but twenty-seven and 
a half if residential. Which makes sense because some 
days we’re an office, some days a home, but this moment 
I’m looking out the window, distracted by a bee working a 
cherry blossom as it wobbles in the March wind. Ah, work-
ing—that tree is an office—thirty-nine, and those bees the 
nuns called soulless machines are five years, like all soulless 
machines—but look at the way the bee moves her body, 
synchronizing with the tremble of the blossom as it shakes 
from a wind that soon will tear each white bud from its 
branch just as I will leave from a garage whose roof is both 
roof and floor. There is nothing that does not connect and 
so sustain. I feel my hand raising up. How many years, I 
ask, is the wind?

Jeanne Wagner’s poems have appeared in Cincinnati Review, 

Alaska Quarterly Review, and American Life in Poetry. She is 

on the editorial board of California Quarterly. Her most re-

cent book, In the Body of Our Lives, was released by Sixteen 

Rivers Press in 2011.

editorial noteeditorial note
art credit rule should be: if on side, then in gutter.  if underneath, 
then at same baseline as text page blue line, raise art image above it.



CATAMARAN  4342  CATAMARAN

COURTESY WINFIELD GALLERY

DAN WHITE

Beyond  
Wild  

An interview with  
Gail Storey and 

Aspen Matis  
on facing the 

wilderness on the 
Pacific Crest Trail 

W hen I was hiking the Pacific Crest Trail 
twenty years ago, the 2,650-mile pathway 
from Mexico to Canada was a largely male 

and mostly youthful rite of passage. The letters “pct’’ might 
as well have been Greek letters on a fraternity brother’s T-
shirt. Women were a presence on the trail, but they were in 
the minority, and I almost never saw women hiking alone. 
And while women were pushed off to the margins of the pct 
experience, the trail itself remained obscure: if you were an 
ardent backpacker, you’d heard about it. Otherwise, if you 
were aware of it at all, you knew the pct as the crunchy 
West Coast cousin of the much more well-established Ap-
palachian Trail from Maine to Georgia, which entered mass 
consciousness with Bill Bryson’s 1998 memoir, A Walk in the 
Woods, and got another huge hit of mainstream publicity 
eleven years later when then-South-Carolina-governor Mark 
Sanford used the trail as an alibi for canoodling with his 
mistress in Argentina.

That’s why the publication and the ongoing gargantuan 
success of Cheryl Strayed’s memoir, Wild—the recollections 
of a female long-distance hiker—seemed subversive and iron-
ic to me; it took a female writer to push a male-dominated 
and not-very-well-known trail into the mainstream and the 
public consciousness. Since the success of Wild, two other 
strong female voices have risen to the fore with their tales 
of the trail. Gail Storey has become a cult favorite, and has 
won an armful of literary awards for her memoir, I Promise 
Not To Suffer: A Fool for Love Hikes the Pacific Crest Trail 
(Mountaineers Books, 2013), which tells the story of her ef-
fort to conquer the pct in her mid-fifties with her husband, 
Porter—and, in the process, rediscovering her “fountain of 
immaturity.” In 2012, Aspen Matis, who is still in her early 
twenties, published a high-profile “Modern Love” essay in 
the New York Times that described her thru-hike of the Pa-
cific Crest Trail after a sexual assault that took place during 
her second night in college. The article also described her 
relationship with a man named Justin, who hiked a portion of 
the trail with her. They later married, and have since divorced. 
Matis’s memoir recounting her Pacific Crest Trail experience, 
Girl in the Woods, is set to be published in 2015 by William 
Morrow. This summer I had a chance to catch up with Gail 
and Aspen and ask them to relive their life-changing adven-
tures on the rugged trail that remade them and changed the 
focus of their lives.                                          —Dan White

BARRY MASTELLER

Thicket, 2013
Mixed Media and Oil on Canvas, 53 x 84 in

editorial noteeditorial note
art credit rule should be: if on side, then in gutter.  if underneath, 
then at same baseline as text page blue line, raise art image above it.



CATAMARAN  4544  Dan White

on the trail, even the kind of miserable moments, you 
were really fully alive then. You said, “I was shocked into 
my own existence, born wet and confused on all fours on 
the muddy earth deep in the loamy musk of it.” That felt 
like the end result of a total remaking. Like a new person 
is coming into existence.

GS: That’s it exactly; it’s a rebirth. A new existence.

DW: Would you say the wilderness is a place of healing 
and a place you could return to? It was almost a second 
home by the time you did your hike, Aspen.

AM: Not as much a place of healing, yet, but it was the 
safest place. In the woods, it’s like nothing bad can really 
happen. People are afraid of what they don’t know. I knew 
the woods. When we went camping as a family, my dad 
being a great storyteller, he would tell stories in the tent 
every night. It was an oasis in the forest. The wilderness 
was the safest place—I was afraid of men at that point, 
after the rape.

DW: That’s what is really striking for me. You were not 
afraid to be alone after that in the woods.

AM: I’ve never been afraid to be alone. I seem very outgo-
ing and people always think that I’m very social—and I 
am—but I can spend days or even weeks alone and be 
fine. It might be because I’m a writer. I can write on the 
road every night. I’m not afraid of the dark. I’m a little bit 
defiant. People always ask the same questions, like, are 
you carrying a gun? Guns are the only dangerous thing 
out there. I grew up in Newton, the safest city in America. 
There has been one murder there in the past twelve years, 
in a city of 87,000 people. Until I was sixteen, though, 
my mother would not allow me to walk alone to Newton 
Center, which is less than a mile over clean, safe subur-
ban sidewalks. My brother Michael was allowed to walk 
to the Center alone when he was nine. Once I confronted 
my mom about that. I asked, “Why can Michael go on 
his own?” She said, “Michael carries a baseball bat.” He 
was always walking to his little league games. But they 
were afraid that something bad would happen to their  
little girl.

DW: One thing I’ve noticed is that the voices that are 
getting out there about Pacific Crest Trail experiences in 
books have belonged to women in the past few years. I re-
member that women seemed almost marginalized on the 
trail. You rarely saw women, even in romantic partnering, 
on the trail in a group of any kind.

GS: I find it fascinating too. A particular favorite of mine 
is Suzanne Roberts’ Almost Somewhere. First of all, I do 
agree with you that when Porter and I hiked the trail in 
2004 there were very few women. The women that were 
out there were usually part of a couple. I’m surprised that 
so many more women are hiking the trail and are writing 
about it. I think that we’re reconnecting with the natural 
world, and women are playing increasing roles of lead-
ership in that. Women are more interested now in con-
necting in a deep way with the natural world and having 
extended periods of time in the wilderness.

AM: First of all, eighty-five percent of the people who 
walk the pct are men. I was fleeing a fraternity culture 
into a world of men. I agree, most of the women on the 
trail are in a couple. I would say that the most stressful 
thing was men. In the beginning I was afraid of the men 
who were walking the trail—not all of them. I was mak-
ing myself vulnerable to these people I didn’t know in the 
woods, where anything could have happened and there 
would be no one there. I became almost hypothermic 
once in Washington. I also ran out of food and had to 
hike sixty-four miles without food. None of those things 
were as scary to me as being alone in the dark with men, 
because I didn’t trust myself or my ability to make my 
will clear. I didn’t trust that I could stop a situation that I 
didn’t want to happen.

DW: Gail, you talk about the trail being a fountain of im-
maturity, but at the same time, your book in no way gloss-
es over what it’s like to be in your fifties hiking. There’s 
that feeling of vulnerability. You must have predominant-
ly run into people who were half the age of you and Porter.

GS: Most of the people out there were in their early twen-
ties. They were mostly really tough, strong men. We ran 
into some really athletic women, so I think they were sur-

Dan White: How did you develop a nature conscious-
ness? Is that something that came from childhood, from 
the way that you were raised?

Aspen Matis: Yes. I never really thought suburbia was 
my place. I either needed to be in complete, striking wil-
derness or I needed to be among writers. The reason I 
felt so comfortable on the trail was that every summer my 
parents would take us to the wilderness. They would take 
me and my brothers backpacking in Colorado often, since 
my mom’s parents live in Colorado Springs. We would 
use their ranch house as a base camp. We would always 
go back trekking somewhere every summer for two weeks 
together as a family. My family knot was tied tightest in 
the woods.

DW: Gail, the very first line of the book is, “I never cared 
much for nature.” I was wondering how the trail compli-
cated your relationship with nature over time. Did you 
find that your relationship with nature or your attitude 
towards it was somewhat different at the end than it was 
in the beginning?

Gail Storey: It was completely different. I grew up in 
a Cambridge, Massachusetts housing project. I had very 
little exposure to nature. My family never went camping. 
We didn’t even take vacations. I really didn’t have much 
of a relationship at all with what I’d call the natural world 
until I married Porter. We did take long-distance bicycle 
trips cross-country in both directions on our tandem. 
That was my first experience with being outdoors for long 
periods of time, but every night we were in a budget motel. 
The Pacific Crest Trail was a different magnitude entirely. 
My brief try of the Appalachian Trail was a total failure. I 
also mention that in the book.

DW: Gail, what was going through your head when you 
set out, and how did that change over time when you were 
hiking?

GS: I thought it might be the end of me. I felt that if it 
got to be too hard I could bail at any time, but I actually 
began to like it, even though on the first day we had to 
hike twenty-three miles to get to water. Then after seven 

days we encountered a huge storm in the San Felipe hills. 
There were challenges right away, but for some reason I 
really took to it. It affected me on a very deep level. First 
you grow stronger physically, and then you’re pushing 
your physical limits, and your body starts to get injuries, 
some subtle and some more serious. Your most exterior 
level, the body, is deconstructing. You’re in that new rela-
tionship with your body and thinking, “I love it out here. 
How am I going to keep going in spite of these difficulties? 
How can I use the strength that I’m building at the same 
time to compensate for the body’s limitations?” You begin 
to become emotionally very raw. For me, there was a fair 
amount of crying. Not whining and carrying on kind of 
crying necessarily, but more like being deeply moved and 
feeling vulnerable to the intimacy with nature. I felt that 
my psychological self was growing stronger, and then is-
sues started to resurface. Things that you haven’t thought 
of in years come to disturb you all over again in ways that 
you didn’t expect. Even though I’m putting it in a linear 
way, it really isn’t linear. It’s more of a spiral down and up, 
an ever-occurring process of going deeper and deeper and 
coming to resolutions.

DW: Aspen, how long did it take for you to think to your-
self, “Okay, this is the next step. I’m going to go hike the 
pct?”

AM: The pct has always been a dream of mine. I can 
thank my parents for this. I learned of it when they sent 
me on a whitewater rafting course when I was fourteen. 
There was this boy on that trip. He was my first crush 
and my first boyfriend. On this trip, he told me that his 
mother had walked from Mexico to Canada on a continu-
ous wilderness path called the Pacific Crest Trail. I just 
didn’t believe him. I thought it was impossible. But I was 
also secretly and intently intrigued. Then a few summers 
later on the John Muir Trail, I met a guy who was actually 
doing it. Then after being sexually assaulted in college, I 
decided “Now is the time.” I always thought I would do it 
when I graduated college, or when I was changing jobs or 
some more opportune time in the future. But then, it just 
seemed like the right time.

DW: Gail, it seemed to me that those extreme moments 
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prised to see us. There were very few people who were our 
age. But everybody was so wonderful and so helpful that 
we never felt that people looked down on us. We felt that 
we were all in the same situation together and very sup-
portive of each other.

DW: Aspen, you describe your mother’s reaction when 
you told her about the sexual assault you experienced in 
college, and she was justifiably horrified. I would also 
think she would have been really scared to find out that 
you were going to go on the pct solo.

AM: They were horrified and upset. There were lots of 
conditions, like I had to carry a satellite telephone and 
call them every night and give them my gps coordinates 
so they would know my latitude and longitude. They 
were still supportive, though. I think that’s partly because 
I had already walked 1,000 miles alone on the pct. They 
knew I could do it. I had proven myself. I was so unhappy. 
I could not stay at the school. My parents didn’t think I 
should stay there either.

DW: For you, it sounds like it had a real healing power. 
If you’re in the right head space for it, you can find re-
demption, but also learn more about one’s inner working 
because there’s so much contemplative time. Is that how 
it functioned for you?

AM: In my mind, there are two types of people who are 
walking from Mexico to Canada. There are people who 
are trying to overcome something. They have a problem, 
like a rape, and they’re trying to find their place. The oth-
er type of person, like Justin (her hiking partner on the 
trail and her former husband), is not walking to find their 
place in the world; they’re walking because they do not 
believe a place for them exists in this world. It’s a pause 
button. It’s not a solution.

GS: At its deepest level, the hike of the Pacific Crest Trail 
was a pilgrimage. It was a way of walking into the ques-
tion, “Who am I?” I feel I lived through that question. 
Porter walked deeper and deeper into it with me. Now, I 
feel that that question continues. It’s very alive for me. It 
continues as the book takes its own journey in the world. 

Something that has been a very welcome surprise is that 
so many people are responding to that question, “Who 
am I?” It’s not a question to be answered. It’s a question 
to be lived. It’s a mystery to be lived on a daily basis. Our 
profound relationship with the natural world helps us live 
that mystery.

DW: Sometimes the Pacific Crest Trail can’t bear the ex-
pectations that we put on it.

AM: It’s not about what the Pacific Crest Trail can handle. 
It’s about what you want and whether or not it’s realistic. 
I wanted to become empowered. I felt disempowered. In 
the beginning, I didn’t truly know why I was walking. I 
thought I wanted to be alone. What I really wanted was to 
put myself in a dangerous situation, and for nothing bad 
to happen, and to prove and prove again that people are 
good and the world is safe.

Aspen Matis’s work has appeared in the New York Times, Tin 

House, and elsewhere. She is the author of the memoir Girl 

in the Woods, forthcoming from HarperCollins April 2015.
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Award, Colorado Book Award, Nautilus Silver Award, and 
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University in 2007–8.

editorial note art credit rule should be: if on side, then in gutter.  if underneath, 
then at same baseline as text page blue line, raise art image above it.editorial note



CATAMARAN  4948  CATAMARAN

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 T
H

E
 A

R
T

IS
T

LUCILLE LANG DAY

LIVE!

Live
to see fields of California poppies
glow again—four-petaled,
shining orange corollas
like silky flames floating
on long stems above
a lacework sea of bluish leaves.

Live
to hear trees buzz with cicadas
contracting and relaxing
their tymbal muscles in summer
while barn swallows with
dark wings and rusty breasts 
croon long, twittering songs.

Live
to taste aged cheddar
and French bread on the trail
while Steller’s jays strut,
their punky feather crests jutting
upward, and Oregon juncos,
black-hooded, savor bugs.

Live
to touch the buttercup’s 
yellow satin, the checkerbloom’s
smooth stem and hairy leaves,
the sticky monkey flower’s resin, 
the cobweb thistle’s spines
and red petals, toothpick-thin.

Live
to sniff bay laurel leaves
broken in your palm, 
their sharp, oily perfume filling
your nose, and brush against
coyote mint, its leaves
releasing their sweetness.

And if you can’t live any longer
in your beautiful body
made of stardust, sonatas, and rain,
then live in the sighs and easy
smiles of your children,
the muscular rooms of

our hearts, and the clusters
of treelike cells in our brains
where the moments of your life
return like the poppies’
small fires to light up 
bleak fields again and again. 

LAURA WILLIAMS

35° 56’ 14” N, 2013
 C-Print, 20 x 35.5 in

Lucille Lang Day has published eight poetry collections and 

chapbooks, including The Curvature of Blue, Infinities, and 

The Book of Answers. She is also the author of a memoir, 

Married at Fourteen: A True Story, which received a 2013 PEN 

Oakland Josephine Miles Literary Award and was a finalist for 

the 2013 Northern California Book Award in creative nonfic-

tion. Her short stories, essays, and poems have appeared in 

more than one hundred literary journals.
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KIRA TAYLOR

Paper Wasp

You are watching her pull
with careful measure a length
of bark from a grapevine,
her front legs in a tandem dance.

Beyond the vines, there is a mountain
between the brush of willow and larch;
there, where the road dips to the right and up
to the rush of water, the dim corridor of rock.
Your memory is there too:
it finds the yellow warblers blurred
by distance, drives to sharp relief
summer’s lean shadows.

The world you’ve made here is frail
but you build your home in it still.
Through the walls you can see
the willow, the road,
the sharp edge of a canyon.
You will not leave
to walk down into
the bright yawn of stone.

The wasp is making pulp in her mouth
that grows into a house;
anchored by a petiole strand,
the foundation is as thin
as the stalk of a buttercup.
Slight as the skin of a nut,
this is the only thing
for which she will sting.

LAURA  
WILLIAMS

79° 05’ 08” W, 2013
C-Print, 20 x 35.5 in

Kira Taylor is an environmental science graduate student at 

Western Washington University with forthcoming and cur-

rent work in Tule Review and Planet Magazine. She lives in 

Bellingham with two housemates and eight chickens.
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PAUL SKENAZY

Still Life
If a thing is worth doing once, it is 

worth doing over and over again.

—Mark Rothko

W ill Moran closed his front door and be-
gan to paint pictures of rocks. Rocks and 
bottles, driftwood, and the occasional 

bunched-up rag. Drawings first: in pencil and charcoal. 
Then in temperas, oils. On paper, cardboard, canvas. Day 
after day, for months, he devoted himself to painting, rocks, 
and his walks.

* * *

After his wife Edie died in early June, Will was restless. 
What little peace he found was late at night when he left 
the house and wandered down to the beach. He saw people 
huddled near fires: noisy groups throwing Frisbees into the 
dark; couples hugging against the cold; someone walking a 
dog or folded into a sleeping bag. He would watch from the 
shadows, quietly trace the edge of the shore, then trudge 
back home, empty the sand, and head for bed.

At home, Will discovered that the only place he felt 
safe was on the roof. “Used to be afraid of heights, wonder 
why I’m not anymore,” he asked himself in one of his first 
entries in the notebook he started, hoping to learn some-
thing from the wild and fitful thoughts that consumed him. 

“World is different up there. So am I.” He sat for hours 
on the rough asphalt shingles, looking off across block on 
block of tv antennas and through the telephone lines to 
the horizon, where ocean, air, and fog met. He took solace 
in the silence, the clouds, the pale greens, browns and reds 
of the rooftops. “No more calls on me,” he wrote to himself. 

“No one to care for, answer to, worry about. Nothing to do 
but what I want. And what is that, old fart?”

Will had never been very talkative; now he was quieter 
still. He kept the lights off and the blinds drawn, living in 
a perpetual twilight breakfast to bedtime. What he needed, 
he thought, was to be alone. What he needed, he soon 
discovered, was to collect rocks.

* * *

Long before he married Edie, Will loved the feel of sand. 
He’d walk the beaches, his pants rolled up to his knees, his 
feet bare. He admired waves—the turn and loop of them; 
the way they dropped rocks, shells, and wood, took whatever 
was in their way to scatter somewhere else along the coast. 
He’d stalk the tide, picking up and discarding small stones 
with a random, unthinking impulse. He’d stick them in 

SAM NEJATI

Off the Sea into the Sky, 2014
Acrylic on Canvas, 78 x 68 in
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When he wasn’t painting, Edie haunted him. He wanted 
to stop stumbling over the past, he declared to himself 
every night as he tripped over her slippers getting out of 
bed to pee. All through their married life he would hit his 
feet on the slippers on his way to the bathroom. “It’s how 
I know where I am in the dark, Will,” Edie would reply 
to his occasional appeals to her to move them. “Memory 
needs props. Habit’s my crutch.” Even in her last months 
Edie insisted the slippers remain where they always had 
been, though by then Edie could no longer rise by herself 
but would instead ring a tiny bell to wake Will, who would 
pull her up and insert her dwindling feet into the worn 
shoes. And now, Edie gone, Will found himself carefully 
setting those tired slippers alongside the bed, where they 
continued to get in his way.

There were other habits he did alter. He unplugged 
the phone. “Not answering any calls,” Edie insisted, 

“causes more grief than anything that might be said. But 
lives go on, me or no me. Or don’t go on. No medicine 
in my flesh.” He got rid of the stereo, the coffee table, the 
armchair, and the sofa. He moved on to the dishes, pots 
and pans, the Persian rugs. He stripped his house down 
to a dining room table, his bed and dresser, wooden pack-
ing crates, two benches along the kitchen counter, and a 
bunch of overstuffed pillows. The family gallery of photos 
in the hall went to the shed. He looked at each one as 
he wrapped it in newspaper—shots of Edie and him in 
front of a cathedral, showing off suntan and stomach on 
a beach, smiling at the rail of an Alaskan cruise ship; his 
parents’ wedding portrait; Edie’s grandparents becoming 
u.s. citizens, their arms raised for the pledge. “No need to 
see what I know,” he told his notebook. “If I remember, I 
remember; if I don’t, it won’t help to walk down the hall. 
Wall space. Empty space. Empty time. Now what?”

“Too many programs,” he announced to Luís, the gar-
dener, when he offered him his old tv. He remembered 
the hours he’d spent watching programs late into the night 
when Edie was ill. His lifetime in front of the tv con-
densed into those months of numb viewing: volume low, 
an old movie replaced by talk shows, paid ads of someone 
sweeping up rug samples, someone else rolling their mus-
cular body behind a new workout marvel.

He liked the thank-you cards he got from Luís’s chil-
dren. The cards were full of vivid colors and designs that 

would peter out before they took actual shape as an animal 
or person, the letters of the words starting large and grand 
then gradually reducing in size as they neared the border. 
The bright energy of the notes led him to try painting his 
rocks at the edge of the paper rather than in the middle as 
he tended to do. “Will the weight of the stones tip the com-
position left or right, displace line and color into grams 
and pounds?” He was struggling to make sense of his first 
how-to art book that explained, in an assured way, that 
shapes tend to flatten at the edges. So if a painter wanted 
to create the illusion of roundness, depth, and dimension-
ality, it was best to center objects. This made no sense to 
Will. He wasn’t sure what he wanted, and his centering 
did little for his still-two-dimensional efforts to reproduce 
three-dimensional shapes.

“Too many invitations,” he wrote in mid-October, 
deciding not to go down to l.a. to his brother Jerry’s for 
Thanksgiving or Christmas. “Family love: always afraid I’d 
lose it. Unnerving now,” he wrote to himself. “Don’t want 
offers. But don’t I want the chance to reject them?” It was 
then (October 17 was the entry in his notebook) that he 
began to admit to himself that this was what he wanted 
to do, full time: walk, collect stones; look at his rocks and 
try to paint them.

Figured I’d be done by now, back planting, reading, 
even traveling. Mourning Edie the rest of my life in 
my taciturn way. Rejoin aclu, go to City Council 
meetings, stump for Democrats, volunteer at the 
nursing home until I need to check myself in. But 
rocks stay. Implacable, friendly. I greet them each 
a.m., they don’t answer, and so answer.

His early Christmas gift to himself was the way he 
described the empty months ahead: dark skies, rain-
storms, beaches filling slowly with more battered pieces 
of driftwood, scraps of worn glass, and rocks thrown up 
by the waves. By the new year, Will hoped, he’d be able 
to draw a rock or two with some confidence, as he knew 
he couldn’t yet, his lines and proportions all askew, his 
colors mismatched. (“Though what is not mismatched? 
What matched to what? Art as outfit coordination? Mar-
riage brokering?”)

* * *

pants pockets, shirt pockets, coat pockets, plastic sandwich 
bags, and empty them into a basket on his dresser at night, 
or leave them in paper plates to dry. When he and Edie met, 
they walked together, but separately. While she stomped 
from one end of a beach to the other, Will inched his way 
along, bending and crouching. She’d return to him, grab 
his arm, cajole a longer stride. Then he’d stoop down to 
examine some small would-be treasure, and he was lost to 
her. He’d weigh his interest in a pebble’s shape, the color of 
a wave-washed glass fragment. She would find his goodies 
atop the dresser and dump them into a box, where they’d 
sit for months. Sometimes Will forgot to empty his pockets, 
and the stones would wind up as broken crumbs or fine sand 
in the lint or caught in the mesh of his socks. When Edie’d 
scold, Will would carry his stones out to the storage shed, 
reexamine them for an hour or two, discard some, preserve 
others. Those that survived ended up amid old clothes, dis-
carded posters, unused kitchen gadgets—Edie’s household 
collection in her annual effort to simplify: “Things we don’t 
use aren’t useful. Either they sit in my hand or they move to 
a box,” was the epigram for her spring tear through drawers, 
shelves, cabinets. The shed became home to their forgotten 
selves: what couldn’t be trashed, needn’t be noticed.

That fall Will took up his beach habits again, the waves 
providing a destination for his treks through town each 
night. He collected as he went, then dropped the night’s 
pickings in a heap alongside the mail that often sat, un-
opened, on his hall floor for days. Mornings he rinsed off 
the sand, let them dry, sifted and discarded and left the 
survivors in a large salad bowl that had for years been a 
constant at their family dinners. When the bowl was full, he 
dumped the stones onto the living room floor next to the old 
sofa. He started carrying a backpack with him on his walks 

and began taking home larger and larger rocks and pieces 
of driftwood, adding these to his pile beside the couch.

One afternoon Will picked up a pencil, rummaged 
around for paper, and tried to draw a few rocks that inter-
ested him. Tried on and off the rest of the day, and again the 
next day. He found some charcoal sticks in the storage shed, 
but soon finished with those—“Too flaky,” he wrote in his 
notebook: “Rubs off on hands, face, everywhere but the pa-
per. Rubs me the wrong way.” He hunted through the shed 
for the temperas his stepdaughter Helen had used to paint 
signs on cardboard when she was in high school. He found 
an old, dry brush, and went to work with the red, navy blue, 
and bright green that were the only colors he could find.

* * *

Will arranged and rearranged the pebbles—bunched 
together, with space between, in rows, some leaning on 
others, larger behind or in front of smaller. He’d try to 
build the flatter pieces into towers, like the cairns that 
directed him when he hiked. (“Stone watchtowers,” Edie 
called them.) But his small souvenirs defeated him. “Why 
defeated? What battle am I in?” he mocked himself. “Sur-
face after surface, no whole. I remember too much: when 
I got them, where. Don’t want a family album, just rocks. 
(‘Just’—fucking hard word, demeans as it demands.)”

It was late August when Will admitted he was 
stumped by what he called his “purposeless stones”: “Are 
they mine? Are they purposeless? Useless questions. Add 
pencils, pens, paint, brushes, paper; color, shape, shadow: 
still purposeless?”

8/25
There’s no “with” with stones, maybe. Carry one in a 
pocket, years pass, the stone is worn down a bit by my 
thumb. Is it still only itself, no relation to me? Does 
art, or do keys I carry in the same pocket, do anything 
to the rock’s rockiness?

A desire to find relationships—or what he wanted to 
imagine as relationships—kept him drawing and writing 
notes to himself: “A stone fits another, or doesn’t. Accents, 
removes, hints at something. Or so I pretend. Need to as-
sume that’s my illusion, not the rock’s.”

* * *

He’d weigh his interest  
in a pebble’s shape,  
the color of a wave-
washed glass fragment.

editorial note editorial note
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SAM NEJATI

Mindfulness, 2014
Acrylic on Canvas, 76 x 67 in

With the couch gone, Will expanded his rock piles across 
the width of the living room. “Pads on the couches—all 
three we’ve had—too meager for my butt,” he confided 
to his notebook. “Can’t complain about that with rocks.” 
Will tried drawing larger and larger stones and pieces of 
driftwood, their misshapen lengths like short masts above 
the bulky rocks. “Are rocks the subject, occasion, excuse?” 
he asked himself in his notebook. “Not sure. No dangling 
propositions to them, like pebbles. Can’t trace the conti-
nents and mountains. Histories unknown. Bless my geo-
logic ignorance.”

At first Will drew on a pad of paper but it was forever 
shifting under him. He dug around in his shed until he 
found his stepdaughter Helen’s old children’s easel: green 
blackboard on one side, white dry erase surface on the 
other, two large red gutters at the base. He C-clamped 
large rectangles of cardboard on the easel, plopped himself 
down in the sagging seat of an old beach chair, and set his 
temperas around him on the floor. This worked for a time, 
but he found himself thinking too much about Helen’s 
pouts and cries as she fought with a friend about who got 
to work on the chalkboard, who the dry erase surface; who 
broke whose chalk. One day in late October, out of tem-
peras and out of patience with himself, Will headed down-
town to the art store, where a clerk steered him through 
his purchases—cheap canvases, a palette, tubes of student 
paint, thinner, gesso, brushes. A couple weeks later, walk-
ing by a house one night, he noticed a sign proclaiming 
a garage sale of art materials. He went back next morning 
and bought thirteen canvases, a portable easel, and thirty-
five or forty tubes of paint along with six brushes. He lined 
up the canvases, all 11x14, on their sides in the living room, 
where they formed a tiled road of pale, narrow rectangles 
that contrasted nicely with the bumpy dark unevenness of 
the rocks that by then overran the house. “How to make 
the flimsy canvas support that stone weight, question for 
month,” Will wrote. “Is color a gift to canvas, or theft?”

It was then that he moved the old round dining room 
table, resting on its oversized central pedestal, to a position 
in front of the fireplace in the living room. He covered 
it with a white sheet and arranged his rocks on top. His 
models, as he liked to call them, would sit, with variations, 
for days on end as he shifted among canvases. He took a 
large white tarp from the storage shed and nailed it over 

the already closed blinds at the front window, bought work 
lights from the hardware store that he clamped at various 
angles on the edge of the fireplace mantle. He worked with 
one or two of his spotlights, sure that outside light would 
interfere with the shadows of rock on rock he was trying 
to recast with paint. “What can interfere with something 
else?” he asked himself. “Interfere requires direction or 
desire, route. (I’m interfering pretending something can 
interfere.) It comes down to light: I can’t stand the sun 
kind. And instead like the slash of dark shadows my spot-
lights leave—their trails across, under, behind surfaces. So 
maybe ‘intrude’ is the right word, not interfere.” He found 
himself dressing in the same two paint-spattered shirts and 
the same two pairs of increasingly gessoed jeans, until the 
rest of his closet, the clothes still on their hangers, took its 
place in the shed atop a pile of boxes. “If friends saw my 
wardrobe, let alone house, they’d escort me to an assisted 
living joint where they’d serve me cottage cheese sand-
wiches with canned pineapple chasers the rest of my life.”

* * *

When he wasn’t painting, or asleep, Will walked: one route 
then another, mile after mile. He lost himself in the plea-
sures of the night: “Why this new carnal love of matter in 
me,” he asked himself.

Stones, streets, concrete, tar, bridges, lamps, moon, 
porch lights, water, metal fences, walls: my chemistry. 
The smell of air preparing for rain, the day’s leftovers, 
gravel, the sidewalk in fog. Beaker of solitude.

Will traveled along the same streets each night. He 
learned the domestic patterns: porch lights that remained 
on at all hours, homes where dogs barked and thrust their 
noses through fences. He watched cats who loitered along 
a window ledge, others who sat on concrete stairways or 
nestled against a front door. He learned how to recognize 
the occasional whimper or cry, barely audible, that insti-
gated a sequence of lights as (he imagined) one parent or 
another found their way from bed to child’s side. The pale 
flickering blue tv glow, so alien against the dark, filled 
what looked like empty rooms. “Family habits my sundial, 
or darkdial,” he wrote.

There were more open shades and curtains than Will 

editorial noteeditorial note
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expected, more people who seemed to enjoy disrobing 
while staring out at the almost empty streets. But Will 
found their bodies didn’t interest him as much as the play 
of room light, the shifts of geometry that shadow created. 

“Nights: still, unknown. They are alive to me as days aren’t. 
No one to see, or see me. All quiet except me, alley cat, 
night prowler. When do I start to howl at the moon?”

* * *

By mid-November, Will’s life as a painter was as regulated 
as when he worked. “Routine, consistency,” he wrote to 
himself:

Habit is palette of hours, how we compose days. 
Perspective, boundary, impression of three dimensions. 
Kept me eating, caring for Edie; now, walking beach, 
carrying rocks, painting. We break routine, make 
new habits. That gives us a split life, + awkward 
transitions we call consciousness (or shock, love, 
whatever) in between. Then what?

There were hours when all Will did was rearrange his 
rock formations on the table, test angles, pick up one rock 
or another, put them back on his piles. “Waking among 
boulders,” he wrote one morning. “If I could only get the 
salt air into the paint.” He felt his way along, anxious to 
discover some right relation of elements, though he never 
worried that he couldn’t define what “right” was. “Failures 
of structure before failures with paint,” he wrote. “Does 
a real painter find or build a still life, see variations as he 
organizes or after in the paint? Old answer I’d count on 
was both/and, but maybe I can take sides on this before I 
die? (That word ‘real’; am I an unreal painter? Probably.)”

* * *

Staring at his rocks, Will continued to find himself dis-
tracted by memory. He lost days thinking about Edie up 
until three a.m. one night, working on the dining room 
table with walnut, sandpaper, and polish to repair a crevice 
a dinner guest left from rubbing his steak knife along the 
edge of the wood. The wood was raw, fresh, pale against 
the dark walnut—a gash that he knew, immediately, was 
there forever. But Edie tried to bring a bit of life and color 
back to the table. “Wood is like kids,” Edie insisted, morn-

ing after morning repeating her mantra, “Life’s in the grain 
and you never cut against it once you see it. You mend what 
you hurt, repair what you scar.”

“Mend hurt; repair scar,” he wrote one morning, hop-
ing to purge his thoughts of the formula by writing it down. 

“Amends don’t last long, scars show we’ve mended. Tough 
skin at lesion. What are we, if not our wounds? I love the 
lines in stones. Edie told me once how the Japanese fill 
cracks in bowls and vases with gold to accent the breaks. 
I’ve only got paint and ineptitude.”

With the table covered, he thought he should be done 
with what the wood once looked like. But nothing seemed 
to disappear. Or everything, he corrected himself. Did but 
didn’t, stayed but left, persevered and eroded. He retreated 
from this conundrum to his paint, shifting around the liv-
ing room while he looked, as he wrote, for some “point of 
view that matters”:

As if one matters more than another. As if an ocean 
has one. But people: forced into each other. Why—
how—choose one person, one rock? Why put it next 
to another, stand to look at it or paint it, stare from 
right or left? Don’t know. Why this color or that on a 
map to indicate countries? Who gets noticed that way, 
forgotten? So blame mapmakers for wars? Who else?

For two days after that comment he didn’t paint at 
all, just kept moving his easel in an arc around the din-
ing room table and adjusting the legs on it up and down, 
from knee height to full extension. “How can I figure out 
my position in the living room, let alone world?” he asked 
himself. Finally he decided he’d be systematic, and do a 
five-day circuit of the scene each week with two wild cards 
allowed when whim would reposition him. He got out a 
compass, drew a circle on the back of a drawing, ruled out 
hexagrams around the edges, labeled days, then repeated 
the exercise on the oak floor of the living room in carpen-
ter’s pencil. “The democracy of math,” he concluded in his 
notebook: “Can’t decide, so I pretend it doesn’t matter. But 
I know it does, or pretend I know, even if not how or why. 
If mystery, write formula. Doesn’t explain, does reassure.”

But after three weeks working his way around his hexa-
gons, standing before the easel, adjusting the angle this 
way and that, moving one of the battered stools from the 

SAM NEJATI

Anonymity, 2014
Acrylic on Canvas, 48 x 72 in
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SAM NEJATI

Apex, 2013
Acrylic on Canvas, 48 x 72 in

kitchen into the living room so he could rest his legs once 
in a while, he felt frustrated again. He’d used up all but 
two of his canvases, felt like maybe he was painting on the 
wrong surface. He thought of going back to sketch pads.

Until one afternoon he started painting on the wall, 
about shoulder high, and realized that he’d always wanted 
to do that.

Developing rules for this game, breaking them as I go.

1. Never buy new what can be used.
2. House not home. Don’t get comfortable.
3. Studio too big a word; call it space.
4.  Walls and floors can get dirty. Dirty, dirty, dirty. 

Wish I knew this raising Helen. Could have had 
more fun, though Edie’d die if she saw. (Already did, 
dickhead.)

The first wall painting had no edges, extended out in 
an awkward, uneven rectangle. A piece of driftwood Will 
set alongside three rocks stuck up with no background to 
hide his awkward rendering of its tangled surface. Then 
he painted four versions of the same grouping around the 
original, in counterclockwise order, still with no borders, 
no backgrounds, awkward proportions. By the fourth 
painting the driftwood piece had gone squat. Still no 
depth, he realized, consulting his how-to book until he 
learned that a white line along a cylinder on one side near 
the edge, and some darker paint along the other edge, can 
(with some practice, the book intoned) give the illusion 
of reflection and encourage the eye to turn the flat paint 
round. Or should be able to, he said to himself angrily as 
his paintings continued to defy grace.

November 23.
Two days, then Thanksgiving. Driftwood my turkey 
leg. What next? Frescoes? Murals? Graffiti? No.

5. But yes to color on the walls.
6.  Same arrangement of materials until at least two 

more paintings after first show I’m bored with the 
setup.

7.  No new arrangement for two days after 
deconstruction.

8.  Redo disassembled arrangement week or so after I 
disarrange it to see if it can be new again. Don’t 
worry if it’s not the same arrangement.

By early December, Will decided to paint over his wall 
scenes. “I don’t paint to make a records for others. Not an 
historian: libraries overrated. u.s. needs national memory 
dump, deposit leftovers we can’t contribute to charities. Or 
weekly pickups, like garbage, for recycling. Pack past in 
plastic bags, stuff in bins, leave curbside. Special dumps 
for art, toasters, talk shows.”

Will bought himself some carpenter’s white paint at 
the hardware store and covered over his five wall studies. 
He took a ruler and divided the wall itself into rectangles 
as high as he could comfortably reach and as low as he felt 
he could draw sitting on pillows. These lines would be his 
new canvases. He carried the easel into the storage shed, 
bought ear plugs (“Noise Reduction Rating 31 decibels if 
worn properly”) that he curled into the sides of his head 
each morning. And began, with the new year, to paint his 
way across one side of the living room.

Paul Skenazy taught literature and writing at the University 

of California, Santa Cruz. His stories have appeared Chicago 

Quarterly Review, and Red Wheelbarrow. “Still Life” is the 

opening section of a novel in progress. His previous publi-

cations include a revision of a posthumous novel by Arturo 

Islas (La Mollie and the King of Tears); books and articles on 

James M. Cain, Dashiell Hammett, and other noir writers; a 

collection of essays on San Francisco fiction; and a selection 

of interviews with Maxine Hong Kingston as well as hundreds 

of book reviews.
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Flamenco Dreams 1, 2009
Mixed Media Collage on Canvas, 30 x 24 in

JACQUES PRÉVERT

To Paint a 
Bird’s Portrait

for Elsa Henriquez

Paint first a cage
with the door open
next paint
something pretty
something simple
something lovely
something of use
to the bird
then put the canvas near a tree
in a garden
or a forest
hide behind the tree
say nothing
don’t move
sometimes the bird comes quickly
but it can just as well take many years
before deciding
Don’t be disheartened
wait
wait years if need be
the pace of the bird’s arrival
bearing no relation
to the success of the painting
When the bird comes
if it comes
keep very still

wait for the bird to enter the cage
and once it has
gently shut the door with the brush
then
paint out the bars one by one
taking care not to touch any of the bird’s feathers
Next paint the tree’s portrait
choosing the loveliest of its branches
for the bird
paint likewise the green leaves and fresh breeze
the sun’s scintillation
and the clamor of crickets in the heat of summer
and then wait until the bird decides to sing
If the bird does not sing
that’s a bad sign
a sign the painting is no good
but if it sings that’s a good sign
a sign you can sign
in that case very gently pluck
one of the bird’s quills
and write your name in a corner of the painting.

—Translated from the French by Jacqueline Michaud

Jacques Prévert, born in 1900, was a French poet and 

screenwriter whose work is enormously popular in the 

French-speaking world and beyond. His most highly regarded 

films formed part of the poetic realist movement, and include 

the legendary Children of Paradise (Les Enfants du paradis). 

His poems were an inspiration to the Beat Generation in the 

United States. Prévert died in 1977.

Jacqueline Michaud’s translations of Francophone poets 

have appeared in numerous publications, including the an-

thology Poems for the Millennium: The University of California 

Book of North African Literature. She has published two 

collections of her own poetry, The Waking Hours: Poems 

& Translations, and White Clouds. Her poems have also ap-

peared in journals, including the New England Review and 

Per Contra: An International Journal of the Arts, Literature, 

and Ideas.
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Yellow Opus, 2013
Acrylic on Canvas, 24 x 20 in

CLAIRE CHENEY

Color 
Notebook 

Translating  
memory  
through  
pigment

Y ou had many names for yellow. Aureolin, Winsor 
yellow, yellow ochre, cadmium lemon, bismuth 
yellow, quinacridone gold. Your handwriting is 

difficult to read, but the colors speak for themselves, each 
with a different tone one might use for a lemon, a field, the 
sheen of a leaf. These colors, mixed with others, create two 
pages of yellow squares in the notebook I received when 
you died. Your brother Jim and his wife, Brenda, gave it to 
me when I visited their new home in Hilo, Hawaii. They 
bought an old house by a busy road with a view of the 
ocean and a garden full of edible delights. Jim let me stand 
on his shoulders to cut the banana stem with his machete, 
and in the middle of the night I’d wake to the sound of avo-
cados falling on the roof with a startling metallic thwang.

Brenda has taken after you in your love of color—she 
painted the dining room vermillion and the bathroom me-
tallic gold. She told me I was staying in your room, but I 
think she only calls it that because of your paintings that 
cover the walls, the colors still bright and full of breath. 
Your brother told me how your color notebook, entitled 

“Paints, Pigments and Color Mixing 1999–2000,” was cov-
eted by all of your friends from your painting class—that 
some had even called looking for it. I hope you don’t mind 
that I have it.

* * *

Scholars disagree about the Ancient Greek name for the 
color yellow. There’s an old script called “Linear B,” which 
is found on ancient pots and tablets from the Bronze Age. 
The script is mostly symbols representing commodities, 
such as olive oil and wine, and the script’s signs for the 
colors red, gray, and black have been deciphered, while 
the sign for yellow has not. I’ve been studying this period 
because of the beautiful frescoes preserved in ash on what 
is now known as the island of Santorini.

Santorini is southeast of the Greek mainland in the 
Aegean Sea. The dig site there is called “Akrotiri,” and 
the findings date from around the middle of the second 
millennium bce. Minoans painted the interiors of their 
buildings a color we call “yellow ochre,” a pigment derived 
from ferric oxide, a naturally occurring compound found 
in clay. The pigments used in the frescoes at Akrotiri were 
mostly made of minerals from the surrounding environ-
ment. The paintings were done on lime plaster, applied 
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Female Osmia avosetta bees arrange flower petals to form 
nests that swathe their larvae in nutrients and warmth for 
the winter. The nests are delicate, colorful works of art. 
Like many species of bees, Osmia avosetta are solitary—
they spend their short lives building nests of flower petals 
in which to deposit nectar and pollen and finally their 
single egg that will lie protected until it is born. Iranian 
bees choose purple flower petals, whereas the same spe-
cies in Turkey chooses yellow, pink, and blue flower petals.

The female bee builds her nest in a small cavity close 
to the ground. Entering from the top, she lines each cham-
ber with overlapping petals, starting at the bottom and 
building up. She works with certainty, with the labor of 
survival. She ferries claylike mud to the nest, plasters a 
spit-thin layer on the petals, and finishes the lining with 
another layer of petals. Purple, yellow, pink tipped with 
gray, yellow against blue against violet, the petals as thin as 
wings, as fragile as pigments exposed to the light. In a wa-
tercolor notebook I brought with me to Greece I painted 
a bee that had died in a light blue porcelain dish next to 
a lemon.

I wonder if the yellow in the travel paint kit I used to 
paint the bee was cadmium lemon, as you have marked in 
your color book. Cadmium lemon mixed with cadmium 
orange would have been appropriate. It’s a rich yellow—
fragrant if I could make the color bloom a scent on the 
page—not unlike the square I’ve chosen, which I think of 
as saffron yellow. A square that smells like fresh-cut hay, 
like honeycomb, like home.

The bee was shriveled in the dry heat of Syros, an is-
land where white walls glow hot in the afternoon and then 
cool with blue shadows as the sun sets. The bee curled on 
its side, delicate as a dried flower petal, intoxicated from 
the sun and the scent of rosemary growing thick along 
the roads.

* * *

You’re with me as I carry this paint kit around. The size of 
a pack of cigarettes, it rattles with its tiny collapsible brush. 
Before the brain tumor, you went on a trip to Turkey with 
a group from your watercolor class. You showed me the 
scrapbook you made from your trip, with photographs of 
you in your sun hat, your red curly hair peeking out from 
underneath. I loved the idea of a painting trip, of pausing 

in the afternoons to sit still and notice the colors of shad-
ows. The chaos reduced to shades and shapes, the way 
dreams are: disordered imagery in a froth of sleep.

A forced stillness. Sitting at a table, I’d dip my tiny 
paintbrush that snapped together like a travel toothbrush 
into a glass of water. I’d stare at the paper, its dimpled sur-
face, then stumble through those first strokes, often wish-
ing you were there to encourage me, to prod me along. 
How would I paint this lemon, its oily surface that reflects 
the light, its dimpled zest almost a rainbow of color? It 
was like trying to translate a difficult piece of text, not 
knowing the vocabulary of colors, their tones and weights 
and intensities.

* * *

I have tried to learn the strokes, the geography, the grain 
of the paper against the water and pigment, to master the 
unsteadiness of my hand, the water pooling and pushing 
against the banks of my canvas. I look to your color note-
book now as a dictionary, each color combination a new 
word to work with, to break down what I’m seeing into 
shades of names. Aureolin, chrome, Winsor, gamboge, 
cadmium, umber, orpiment, Naples, quinacridone, lem-
on, bismuth, ochre. Yet one remains that can’t be named: 
the yellow that scholars argue over, the yellow that has no 
square, has no cursive letters or mineral weight, the yel-
low that lines the walls where you live, inside a buzzing 
chamber of light.

over a mud and straw mixture affixed to stone walls. The 
colors included ferrous earths, hematite (a type of iron 
oxide), yellow ochre, and copper oxide. One of the paint-
ings in a house named “Xeste 3” depicts women in a rocky 
landscape harvesting flowers of the crocus, a plant native 
to the island. The flowers are used to produce the spice saf-
fron. The rocky ground is painted with a deep yellow-gold 
that contrasts with red elsewhere. The women’s dresses 
have stripes of blue and yellow and black.

On page five of your notebook there is a square of 
Winsor yellow mixed with quinacridone gold. It looks like 
the color made by saffron, which is used for dying mate-
rials such as fabric and rice a robust golden yellow. The 
color from the tiny blood-red eyelash-like stigmas of these 
purple flowers emits a startling intensity, one that has 
earned the spice its longstanding use in culinary history.

* * *

Yellow seeps through the cracks of my consciousness, fill-
ing it with light. There is a pigment called “Indian yellow,” 
believed to come from the urine of cows fed exclusively on 
mango leaves. There is one called “gamboge”—its name 
comes from the word for “Cambodia”—that is extracted 
from a genus of tree called Garcinia, whose red-brown 

resin is yellow when powdered. Many pigments are toxic: 
cadmium yellow, now replaced by the less toxic azo pig-
ments; Naples yellow, laden with lead; orpiment, or Chi-
nese yellow, heavy with arsenic; chrome yellow, also heavy 
with lead. Deadly metals that translate into powders, into 
pastes, into watery translucence.

* * *

There was the time we created our own printing company, 
called “Veggi Inc.” You took me down to Japantown in San 
Francisco, where we bought strange vegetables I’d never 
seen before: lotus root, okra, Buddha’s hand. We bought 
one of each, and brought them back to your house on 20 
Newman Street, your steep street where camellias and jade 
plants grew like weeds.

We used the vegetables like stamps. Covering them 
in colorful inks you had brought out from your art cart, 
we’d press and roll the vegetables over the paper. Rolling 
the corn made a funny-textured pattern on the page, and 
the onion came out in beautiful concentric circles like 
the ripples in a pond after you toss in a rock. We made 
one card that looked like Monet’s lily pad painting, using 
corn and lotus. We made a hot pink abstract design from 
a lemon that had to be blotted on a paper towel before we 
could apply the ink. The pithy citrus structure held the 
ink, and the pulp dispersed it. Your cat, Woody, sat in the 
window looking out at the fog, and sometimes the scent 
of eucalyptus wafted into the room from the trees up in 
the park.

* * *

There’s a bench in that park now, in memory of you.

* * *

I remember the yellow rose in your yard. It was a volup-
tuous blonde-lady rose whose color, in paint pigments, is 
yellow ochre and aureolin. That summer the rose was cov-
ered in aphids. You had mail-ordered a box of ladybugs as 
treatment, and you let me dump them, hundreds of them, 
all those hard red shields scattering out to eat what was try-
ing to kill your flower. I watched them as any child would, 
with a hurried heart, with a fluttering hope.

* * *

Many pigments are toxic: 
cadmium yellow, now 
replaced by the less toxic 
azo pigments; Naples 
yellow, laden with lead; 
orpiment, or Chinese yellow, 
heavy with arsenic; chrome 
yellow, also heavy with lead.

Claire Cheney is the author of a self-published book The Art 

of the Harvest (2012) which includes paintings and stories 

about her time in Greek Macedonia participating in the saf-

fron harvest. She lives in Somerville, Massachusetts. This is 

her first publication.
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TERESE TSE 
BARTHOLOMEW

Happiness  
Has Arrived  

Visual symbols  
in Chinese art

I n 1969 I was hired by the newly founded Asian Art 
Museum in San Francisco as its first curator of Indian 
and Southeast Asian Art. (Later I would specialize in 

the arts of China and the Himalayas.) I ended up stay-
ing thirty-nine years! On one occasion back in those early 
years the museum’s director asked me for advice regarding 
a gift for a departing commissioner. This commissioner 
was Chinese, and the director wanted to know if a clock 
was appropriate. I was horrified! In China, to “give a clock,” 
songzhong, is a homonym, or pun, for giving “a last fare-
well.” In other words, for attending a close relative, such as 
a parent, in the last extremity. I vetoed the choice.

Looking around the museum’s galleries, I found many 
visual symbols among the Chinese art objects on display. 
But the object’s labels were not enlightening: “Vase,” 

“Plate with fruit,” “Bowl with flowers.” “But all of these 
have auspicious meanings!” I said to myself. I visited other 
museums, and saw exactly the same types of labels. In 
a painting of Zhong Kui, the demon queller, in a major 
museum on the East Coast, the label talked about the god 
and the history of the artist, but didn’t say a word about the 
significance of the painting itself. Included in the paint-
ing is a fascinating vase of flowers and fruit denoting the 
fifth day of the fifth moon, the most poisonous day of the 
year, when the portrait of Zhong Kui was hung in homes 
to ward off evil. So began my thirty-year study of Chinese 
visual symbols.

No one in China would give a clock as a gift. In China, 
gift giving is always carefully thought out. The gift has to 
be appropriate for the occasion. Above all, the gift has to 
be auspicious. A vase, ping, is a suitable gift for all occa-
sions because the word is a pun for “peace.” For the open-
ing of a Chinese store or restaurant in San Francisco, the 
standard gift is a pot of philodendrons. This plant is an 
American substitute for a Chinese plant named wannianq-
ing, or “ten thousand years green.” New restaurants in the 
Bay Area are always filled with such plants, embodying 
the good wishes from friends that the new business will 
flourish for ten thousand years.

Chinese decorative motifs are also propitious in na-
ture. They represent auspicious sayings that come in four-
character phrases. Those phrases might be written out in 
full on an object, or they might be represented pictorially 
by a group of seemingly unrelated objects, such as bats 

MARY KARLTON

Asian Melange, 2010
Acrylic and Mixed Media on Paper, 22 x 30 in
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will soon be blessed with a number of bright and noble 
sons who will bring glory to the family name by passing 
the civil service examinations and becoming high officials.

There are also toggles and charms that are worn by 
the married couple to bring about desired results. In the 
old days, men sometimes wore a toggle of carved agate 
in the shape of dates and peanuts, a rebus for “early sons.” 
Women carried amulets in the form of infant boys, and 
wore clothes embroidered with the “hundred boys” motif. 
Prominent among symbols of fertility is the pomegran-
ate, by virtue of its many seeds. Other symbols for many 
children are the vines bearing large and small gourds, and 
melons with butterflies. They are both rebuses for guadie 
mianmian, meaning “endless generations.”

Symbols Associated with Wealth and Rank

In China, the flower that symbolizes wealth and rank is 
the mudan or tree peony (Paeonia suffruticosa), the “king 
of flowers.” The early history of this flower is closely asso-
ciated with royalty, for records show that it was grown in 
the gardens of the Sui and Tang emperors. Because of this 
association, it became known as the flower of prosperity. It 
is one of the most popular decorative motifs.

Rank is closely associated with wealth in China, for 
once a man becomes an official, he is more or less set for 
life. Therefore, it was the ardent wish of parents for their 
sons to become scholars, so they could pass the civil ser-
vice examinations with flying colors and become officials. 
On a boy’s cap, a golden carp leaping towards the “dragon 
gate” and transforming itself into a dragon symbolizes a 
scholar passing his exams and becoming an official.

Motifs of Longevity

As the emblem of longevity, the peach is of paramount 
importance in Chinese culture. One of the most popular 
of all motifs, it is the attribute of Shou Lao, the God of 
Longevity. It also brings to mind the legend of Xi Wangmu, 
the Queen Mother of the West, who has a peach orchard at 
her abode at Yaochi, high in the Kunlun Mountains. Every 
six thousand years when her peaches ripen, she holds a 
banquet and invites all the gods and immortals to partake 
of the fruit of immortality.

In the Asian Art Museum’s collection is a plate deco-
rated with five red bats and eight peaches. The bats sym-
bolize the “Five Blessings” mentioned above, while the 
peaches stand for the Eight Immortals. The latter are 
people from various walks of life who, having absorbed the 
Elixir of Life, have become immortals and are worshipped 
as gods of longevity. Such a plate would have been used at 
the emperor’s birthday banquet.

Because in the Chinese language many words share 
the same sounds, puns abound both in daily speech and 
in art. To fully appreciate Chinese art, it is necessary to 
understand the ways that its visual symbolism expresses 
wishes for such auspicious blessings as happiness, good 
marriages with an abundance of children, wealth, rank, 
and longevity. Then happiness will indeed have arrived.

and peaches, which stand for such auspicious concepts as 
happiness and longevity. Such a grouping is known as a re-
bus, or pictorial pun. It combines well-known symbols and 
objects that have the same sounds as those in the auspi-
cious sayings. The Chinese language is conducive to pun-
ning because it contains many words that share the same 
sounds. As a result, there is a great deal of play on words in 
Chinese, in daily speech as well as in the decorative arts.

The most basic wishes of the Chinese are represented 
by the three Star Gods of Blessings, Rank, and Longev-
ity. Fu Xing, the God of Blessings, often carries a young 
child. Traditionally in Chinese families it was the epitome 
of happiness to have a male child to carry on the family 
name. Lu Xing, the God of Rank and Emolument, ap-
pears as an official richly attired in court robes; while Shou 
Xing, or Shou Lao, the God of Longevity, is shown as an 
old man with a prominent forehead, holding a staff and 
the peach of immortality. Together, the three gods guard 
over the well-being of every household in China, and 
they are worshipped by the Chinese to make these wishes  
come true.

Motifs for Blessings or Happiness

While bats remind Americans of Halloween, in China 
they are the symbol for blessings, or happiness. In Chi-
nese, the word for “bat,” fu, shares the same sound as the 
word for “blessing,” and for that reason it constitutes one 

of the most popular rebuses in Chinese art. In China, the 
bat is usually shown upside down. Upside down, or dao, is 
a pun on the word “arrived”—therefore, an upside-down 
bat means that “happiness has arrived.” A bat descending 
from the clouds symbolizes “blessings descending from 
heaven,” while red bats in the sky form the rebus hongfu 
qitan, or “happiness vast as the sky.” When a bat (fu) hov-
ers above a coin (qian), it is a rebus for “blessings in front 
of your eyes” (fuzai yanqian). (Chinese coins have square 
openings, allowing them to be strung together. The open-
ings are commonly known as “eyes.”)

A grouping of five bats stands for the Five Blessings—
old age, wealth, health, love of virtue, and a peaceful 
death. In textiles and household furnishings, one often 
comes across the motif of five bats surrounding a circular 

“longevity” (shou) character, set against a background of 
swastikas. Because of a similarity in sound, “swastika” is 
used as a pun for the word wan or “ten thousand.” A bat 
carrying a swastika on a ribbon is, therefore, a rebus for 
wanfu or “ten thousand blessings.”

Motifs on Marriage and Children

The flower that symbolizes marriage is the lotus (known 
variously as the hehua or lianhua). He is a pun for “har-
mony,” while lian is a pun for “continuous,” as in the con-
tinuous birth of male offspring. The lotus is one of the few 
flowers whose seed pod is already present when the flower 
begins to bloom. To the Chinese, this excellent omen tra-
ditionally augured the early arrival of sons.

Other motifs for a happy marriage are the double fish, 
a symbol of fertility and conjugal bliss; fish and water (a 
rebus for yushui hexie or “may you agree like fish and wa-
ter”); and a pair of mandarin ducks, symbols of fidelity 
and a happy marriage. The dragon and phoenix used to 
be royal symbols of marriage, but now they are commonly 
used by everyone as a wedding motif.

To ensure that the marriage is fruitful, the Chinese 
scatter the marriage bed with red dates (Ziziphus jujuba 
or zaozi, a rebus for “early”), peanuts (a symbol of numer-
ous offspring), lotus seeds (lianzi, a rebus for “continuous” 
birth of “sons”), dried dragon eyes (Euphoria longan or gui-
yuan, a rebus for “nobility”), and lichees (Litchi chinensis, 
a rebus for “bright”), with the fervent hope that the couple 

A grouping of five  
bats stands for the Five 
Blessings — old age,  
wealth, health, love  
of virtue, and a 
peaceful death.

Terese Tse Bartholomew was curator of Himalayan Art and 

Chinese Decorative Art at the Asian Art Museum before her 

retirement from the museum in 2008. (An earlier version of 

this essay appeared in the museum’s membership magazine.) 

Her magnum opus is called Hidden Meanings in Chinese Art. 

It is a thorough reference guide to Chinese visual symbols, 

summarizing her decades of research on that topic. Among 

her other books are Later Chinese Jades: Ming Dynasty to 

Early Twentieth Century; The Charming Cicada Studio: Mas-

terworks by Chao Shao-an; Mongolia: The Legacy of Ching-

gis Khan; and The Dragon’s Gift: The Sacred Arts of Bhutan.
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AHMAD SHAMLOU

Collective 
Love

Tears are a mystery
Smiles a mystery
Love a mystery
The tears of that night were the smile of my love

I am not a tale to be told
Not a song to be sung
Not a sound to be heard
Or something that you can see
Or something that you can know
I am Common Pain
Cry me out!

The tree speaks with the woods
The weed with the fields
The star with the galaxy
And I speak with you
Tell me your name
Give me your hand
Speak to me your words
Give me your heart
I have discovered your depths
And spoken for all through your lips
And your hands are familiar with mine

I have wept in blazing solitude with you
For the sake of the living
And have sung the most beautiful of songs
In the darkest of graveyards
For the dead of this year
Were the most loving of the living

Give me your hands
Your hands know me
You found-at-last I speak with you
As the cloud with the storm
The weed with the fields
The rain with the sea
The bird with spring
And the tree that speaks with the woods
For I have discovered your depths
For my voice is
Intimate with yours.

—Translated from the Persian by Niloufar Talebi

Ahmad Shamlou (1925–2000) was nominated for the No-

bel Prize in 1984. Shamlou, also known under his pen name, 

A. Bamdad, is among the most influential Iranian literary 

voices of the twentieth century, and widely known as the 

father of modern Iranian poetry. He published more than 

seventy books, including poetry, fiction, short stories, chil-

dren’s books, essays, translations, and several volumes of his 

encyclopedia of Iranian folklore, Book of Alley. Shamlou.org

Niloufar Talebi is a writer, librettist, award-winning translator, 

and theater artist. She is the editor/translator of Belonging: 

New Poetry by Iranians Around the World (North Atlantic 

Books, 2008), and librettist of Atash Sorushan (Fire Angels) 

and Epiphany (BAM Next Wave Festival). She is a resident 

artist with the American Lyric Theater and with the Washing-

ton National Opera at the Kennedy Center. Ahmad Shamou 

visited her parents’ literary salons at her childhood home in 

Tehran when she was coming of age; these salons shaped 

her life and work. NiloufarTalebi.com.
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MOLLY DOYLE

Sketches of 
the Arctic 
Tundra in 

October

I remember my town as it was when I was younger; it 
was somewhat placid, the people and the houses seem-
ing to be wrapped in a scattering of blue smoke. The 

school I attended there was much like the rest of the town 
in the way it stood by itself on the top of a small hill, en-
closed in a fist of thin trees, almost indiscernible if you did 
not know what you were looking for. Ms. Collier taught us 
all the subjects, never showing preference for one area of 
study over another, speaking about the Iroquoian and Al-
gonquian cultures on the Atlantic coast of North America, 
and simplifying expressions by combining like terms with 
the same lackluster approach. I imagined pulling out the 
strands of her hair as she talked, limp and dry and lifeless 
as they appeared, and how naked her scalp would look 
without this protective layering. Other times I used my 
pencil down to a nub, shading one spot of my notebook 
until the lead was thick on the page and looked like a 
metal shield. Filbert Monahan sat next to me all day long 
drawing miniature maps over every surface he could reach, 
while I tried not to look at him because his sharp green 
eyes made me squirm with a feeling I could not define.

Midway through the month of October, Ms. Collier 
decided to assign the class a fun project for the upcom-
ing holiday. Each of us was given a biome with the idea 
that we would draw it in an accurate but festive manner, 
inserting ghosts here and there, perhaps a couple pieces of 
candy and a pumpkin. Filbert and I were the arctic tundra.

In October it was as foggy as it always was, except the 
air was crisper and you could feel its edge as it pulled itself 
across your bare skin. On the first day of that month I had 
turned thirteen, and on the second my grandmother had 
died. My mother spent most of the time in her room with 
the blinds shut, or sitting at the living room table gluing 
together pieces of old National Geographic magazines she 
kept in a box at the foot of her bed. I didn’t know what to 
say to her to make her feel better, or if there really was 
anything I could say. I was sure there must be but that I 
wasn’t looking in the right places. My father and I went on 
hikes, we sat on the couch watching out the window the 
family of deer that lived behind the house. At night after 
work he cooked food he knew my mother liked—risotto 
with squash, chef’s salad, lasagna, while she kept on glu-
ing pieces down. I thought about this as I walked to Fil-
bert’s the first day we had arranged to work on the project, 
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our lips up against their plastic ones, licking their cheeks. 
Neither of us knew how to talk about desire. With our feet 
disappeared in the mud of the banks, the trees around 
us, it didn’t seem to matter. It was strange being there 
alone with Filbert, almost as if I were covering up my 
memories of Mary and the dolls. I watched the shocking 
paleness of his skin beneath the water, the edges of his feet 
losing definition as they rippled in time with the small  
currents.

Around this time, I used to wander out of the house 
alone to try and be a writer. It was something I did occa-
sionally that made me feel significant, like drinking a sip 
of my father’s beer or finishing a brussels sprout—adult 
things. I’d write about my parents, how their relationship 
seemed to shift the older I became, and whether this was 
my fault or a result of my ever-keener perception of the 
world around me. Sometimes I wrote down things Filbert 
said to me. On days I felt empty, I’d draw outlines of leaves 
that I saw scattered around me, making sure to detail the 
veins, any holes that were there.

On the last Saturday before the project was due, we 
met at Filbert’s house as per usual. His mother was gone 
on a business trip somewhere. I never knew what she did, 
but she was the type of mother that I thought I would find 
in my book of paper dolls, always put together, glamorous 
in the way she never relaxed. I felt that, if you inserted her 
anywhere in the world, she would still call people honey 
and drink wine with her feet up, flipping through Reader’s 
Digest—so I guessed that her business brought her to some 
calm part of the world, with palm trees and other people 
to bring you the drinks. Filbert’s father was in the kitchen, 
getting ice from the freezer and placing it into a small 
glass. He grabbed some bourbon and poured it slowly over 
the cubes, which cracked a little as the liquid coated them. 
He was teasing Filbert about his skinny forearms, saying 
that a boy with forearms that skinny would never be able 
to reel in the ladies, that all charm resided in the arms, 
and Filbert was saying that he didn’t really think that that 
was the case.

“What do you think, Charlie?” Filbert’s father turned 
to me.

“Um, well, I guess I would say, what about the face?”
“What about it?”
“Isn’t that pretty important?”

Filbert’s father grinned. “Pretty important. But those 
forearms…now that’s where the true magic lies.”

“All right, Pops, we’re going upstairs. Come on, Char-
lie,” Filbert said.

We had just been planning on adding color to the pic-
ture since we had finished all the actual drawing, and we 
sprawled out on our stomachs across the hardwood floor 
upstairs. It was hard to understand what I should be saying 
to Filbert’s parents, what they thought was funny. I had 
never seen his mother and his father in the same room as 
each other for longer than a brief passing moment, and I 
wanted to ask him about this, but I avoided asking people 
any questions I myself wouldn’t want to answer. In second 
grade I had asked my good friend what she wanted most 
in the world right then. She had looked at me and said, 

“For my dad to come back” (he had just left her family 
for Africa, a new wife, new kids)—and I remember being 
shaken and responding, “No, I meant like a swim pool or 
something.” Since then, I was sure my peers had gotten 
better at fabricating artificial answers, bland in a good way 
or an offenseless way, like polenta, but I still never risked 
it with anyone.

“Are you hungry at all?” Filbert asked me.
“Not so much. My dad made me a grilled cheese before 

I came.”

about whether I could tell him these things and if he’d 
understand.

There were two ways to get to the Monahans’ house, 
and that first day I took the one that wound through the 
park so I could sit in the gazebo. In between two places 
there is always a strange moment where you distinctly feel 
that you are not in the place you left from and you are not 
in the place that you are heading to. It is like slipping into 
a gentle void, and it helps to pause and touch something 
solid around you so you know that you have not ceased to 
exist. The gazebo was that place for me. It was old, painted 
mostly white, but wind had torn off pieces, and under-
neath were patches of a feathery blue. I liked to imagine 
the person who gave it its blue coat peeking out through 
the white, looking at me. I did not know what to expect 
from Filbert’s parents or his house. When I thought about 
a boy, he didn’t exist in a physical space, he didn’t have 
his own room, he didn’t cry.

The door was red—simple, flat red, the kind you think 
about as a child when you are told to imagine colors. Fil-
bert let me in. His father stood with his back towards us in 
front of a granite countertop where two squashes were laid 
out side by side, their bright yellow skins decadent against 
the gray stone. He turned around to face me, picked up 
his beer, and took a sip.

“Well hello there, Filbert’s fine tundra friend.”
I didn’t quite know what to say. “I’m Charlie.”

“Funny, you don’t look like a boy to me,” he laughed 
a bit into his beer.

“I’m not,” I said, and turned to follow Filbert upstairs.
Filbert was only slightly taller than me, but he seemed 

to grow the more I talked to him, in a strange way, not 
only upwards, but in every direction until he was as large 
as the maps that sprawled across the walls of his room. I 
had asked him about the maps, each one hand-drawn with 
intricately designed rivers and roads, some with circles that 
showed the close-up of a school or a person’s face. Drawing 
them helped with his insomnia, he told me; they ground-
ed him, and on the nights when sleep seemed to elude 
him, he placed himself inside the region he was creating, 
imagining the dusty summer air winding through his body 
as he stood alone on an empty highway framed by dry 
brush, or the snow in his hands so cold it was almost hot 
as he walked along the sides of a mountain. He said these 
things without any sort of hesitation, matter-of-factly, like 
if I didn’t know they were real it was my loss. In the days 
that followed, as we worked on our tundra scene, I listened 
to him talk about various things, his voice lilting until I 
felt like I was at sea. When we were outside, Filbert would 
fill his hands with whatever he could find, usually gravel, 
and would throw bits at trees or poles, and by the end of 
our conversation his palms were always empty.

Our tundra began to come together slowly. Filbert 
liked to draw the polar bears and the wolves most, and I 
drew the plants, shrubs, and grasses mainly, but I didn’t 
mind, because between the two of us he was the better art-
ist. It all looked very surreal. Filbert had drawn a caribou 
wearing a mosquito costume next to the ghost of a dead 
arctic hare, which I was not very fond of.

Once or twice, instead of working on the project, we 
walked down to the river together, took our shoes off, and 
dipped our bare feet into the water. It passed over our skin 
indifferently, just as it passed over the stones and the bro-
ken branches, frigid and smooth. My best friend and I 
used to bring our dolls to this river, dipping their hair into 
the folds of water. Samantha, I just don’t know what to do, 
my doll would sigh, I’m so in love. Mary would make her 
doll answer, Oh but surely it doesn’t matter, just kiss him. 
And we’d laugh and kiss their unchanging faces, mushing 

I never knew what she 
did, but she was the 

type of mother that I 
thought I would find in 
my book of paper dolls, 

always put together, 
glamorous in the way 

she never relaxed.

In between two places 
there is always a strange 
moment where you 
distinctly feel that you 
are not in the place 
you left from and you 
are not in the place 
you are heading to.
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“Thank you.”
He shifted some colored pencils around on the floor, 

then picked one of them up and broke it in half.
“Whoops,” he said, “hate it when that happens.” Then 

he did it again two more times while I watched him quietly, 
holding on to the toes of my right foot to ground me.

By now it was completely dark outside the window. 
Whenever I tried to think of how I would ask Filbert about 
what had just happened, I imagined shaping the words 
carefully and neatly in my mouth, but when I attempted to 
release them they came out chopped up into little grunts 
which Filbert pretended not to notice. He looked at me 
then and told me not to tell anyone what I had seen. It 
wasn’t important, he said; it wasn’t for me to be concerned 
about.

“I’m not worried,” I said.
“Well good.”
“Does he do that a lot?”
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“On what he wakes up like.”
“That’s not very nice of him.”
“It’s not mean.”
“Sorry.”
This curt version of Filbert was not something I was 

used to. He seemed like an abbreviated version of himself. 
I thought then that he was angry at me for coming down-
stairs when he told me not to, but I think now that he was 
embarrassed and lonely, hurt that his father saved his most 
sloppy self for his son who did not yet scare him in the 
same way his wife did. We settled into a cushioned silence, 
we talked on and off, we colored, we changed the music. 
He told me about how his science teacher had put dry ice 
in cups of water on Friday, the carbon dioxide sublimat-
ing into a beautiful fog which came up around his face in 
rolls. He said he wished that he could command that fog 
to appear whenever he wanted it to, and that he wished 
all science was as beautiful as dry ice was to him. I think 
now that he craved the romance of the practical that his 
mother always spoke of, the firmness of a belief based on 
something you could prove. I listened and nodded.

When he went to go check on his father, I stood up 
and looked at the tundra from above. It sprawled out below 
me, our Halloween creation of this place, colored brightly 

and fervently, and then I jumped up as high as I could 
and landed right in the middle of it. It felt good squishing 
paper, kind of like tearing up a book, which I had done 
once when I was mad at the way it ended, before I knew 
that you didn’t do that with things that didn’t satisfy you—
you ignored them and moved on. It was a policy I told no 
one about, but one that I had made up my mind to live 
by, and I worked diligently at engraining it into my being, 
waiting for it to feel as natural as breathing. It manifested 
itself as silence, and it grew deeper as the years went on, 
until I slipped up less and less, until I rarely broke my calm 
by ripping books or denting posters, the feigned oblivion 
growing inward like a vine. When Filbert came back into 
the room, he got down on his knees and ran his hand over 
the creases in the tundra, looking sideways at me as if he 
were waiting for an explanation. I looked back at him and 
said, “At least it’s not ruined,” and he nodded in agreement 
before putting it off to the side.

For a while, Filbert and I fell asleep on his floor next to 
each other. He fell asleep first, his breathing changing, a 
slight whistle sound escaping as he exhaled. I followed the 
roads on his walls with my eyes until I felt dizzy, and then 
I very carefully placed my hand in Filbert’s limp sleeping 
one. His skin felt different than anyone’s that I had been 
close to before. It did not give way like my mother’s or feel 
gargantuan like my father’s. It was smoother than I had 
imagined a boy’s hand would be. I fell asleep like that, my 
hand on top of his, almost closed around it but not quite.

“Alright, just checking.” He picked up a colored pencil 
and looked at the name of the color etched in the side. 

“Anything in this biome look like it needs Mahogany to 
you?”

“Maybe the sky. A wooden sky.”
“But then the snow would never get through, and where 

would we be then?” We laughed and began coloring.
Outside, the light began to seep slowly away. The sky 

looked swollen with the prospect of rain. While we worked, 
Filbert put on a cd, something kind of twangy, a little bit 
lonely-sounding but not in a bad way. The music he liked 
was generally like that, a strange conglomeration of stuff 
his parents played and stuff he had found in his own visits 
to record stores, a lot of songs that were very wispy, almost 
disappearing as you listened. In the distance there was a 
small crashing sound.

“What was that?” I asked Filbert.
“Nothing,” he said, but he got up to go downstairs 

anyways.
“Wait, let me come with you. You can’t face a troll on 

your own!”
He smiled, but I could tell he didn’t think the joke was 

very funny, and he told me that I should just stay where 
I was and keep coloring bushes. It was his house, so I let 
him tell me what to do, and I kept coloring methodically, 
listening to the sound of the pencil brushing against the 
paper, until I realized the music wasn’t playing anymore. I 
got up to go downstairs to find Filbert even though he told 
me not to. The stairs of the Monahans’ house were very 

short-lived, and consisted of seven steps altogether. I found 
Filbert by the fireplace with his father, except it didn’t look 
right. His father was limp and had his head in Filbert’s lap 
like a small child, while Filbert was humming to him, soft 
and low, his voice breaking into nothing occasionally, then 
coming back louder.

“Filbert…”
He turned quickly. “I told you not to come down here. 

Go back upstairs.”
“Is everything okay,” I asked. I walked closer to them 

but not too close.
When my father and I went on hikes and came across 

a family of deer, he always made me be very still so we 
didn’t scare them, and then we would move forward 
with small, delicate movements until we were right there 
among them. I kept thinking of that as I moved, conscious 
of my feet, of my hands. Filbert wasn’t looking at me. He 
had his hand in his father’s hair and was gently wiping it 
from his forehead in sweeps. His father, who had made 
no movements since I had entered the room, turned over 
sloppily and vomited all over Filbert’s legs.

“Get a glass of water,” Filbert told me, still not looking 
at me.

I did, brought it over to the pair of them, and watched 
as Filbert coaxed his father into drinking the entire cup lit-
tle by little, congratulating him when it was done, like he 
was a child who had finished a teaspoon of cold medicine.

“Come here, on the other side of him.”
Together we balanced his father between us, his 

weight pressing uncomfortably down on my shoulder. He 
walked like a broken child, stumbling this way and that 
until he fell onto the couch, where he curled into a small 
ball, one sock half off his foot.

“Go upstairs.” So I did.
I waited up there in Filbert’s room for a while, impos-

sibly trying to think of anything but his father’s half-bare 
foot, sticking out over the edge of the couch, a breeze 
rolling over it. When Filbert came upstairs he told me to 
turn around while he changed into a pair of new pants. I 
heard his pants drop to the ground behind me, heard his 
skin rub against the denim of the new pair as he pulled 
them on. He sat down next to the tundra.

“Good job on the shrubs,” he said. “They’re really com-
ing to life.”

He walked like a broken 
child, stumbling this way 
and that until he fell 
onto the couch where he 
curled into a small ball, 
one sock half off his foot.

Molly Doyle recently graduated from University of California, 

Santa Cruz with a degree in creative writing. This is her first 

fiction publication. She enjoys writing both poetry and fiction 

and hopes to continue to do so in her travels after college.
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Descansada, 2014
Oil on Linen, 44 x 31 in

editorial note editorial noteart credit rule should be: if on side, then in gutter.  if underneath, 
then at same baseline as text page blue line, raise art image above it.

art credit rule should be: if on side, then in gutter.  if underneath, 
then at same baseline as text page blue line, raise art image above it.



CATAMARAN  8382  Jane Vandenburgh

could we expect for it not to reach back
for us? Loss? It’s only this, that little knot
that holds the chord. Hear it? The silence

becomes the pause into which may be sung
these words to you, that her life would end
just as yours began. Each heart, if all goes

well, allotted its couple billion drumbeats,
the two-part thud conjoined by that little
swish of quiet and it’s there you put the

uneven third. You, my mother, me, the
July evening that spilled lazily out into
all these years. And we call it coincidence

because we’re unsure of our place in
the miraculous. Hear it? The fiddler? An
Irish air? And here, by grace, are we

together in a garden and there are children
playing. Same date, same hospital, even the
same ob, as if each of us were already fated

and decreed, alone only long enough to
be born like this, me to her and you
to me.

JANE VANDENBURGH

After and 
Before

For my daughter on our shared birthday

After my mother died, I stood in the little
bakeshop on the main street of Piedmont
and—having misplaced my white ticket—

cried out so sharply the counter ladies
reached out to console me, me waving
them away, saying, No, no—it’s only that

I’ve lost something. Lost and I wasn’t
found until the first of July when my
brother came and we sat out in my

backyard, drank wine, watched our own
kids planting marguerites for her, each
so little then they’d never hold her face

in memory. But we can dream what we
can’t yet know so I can now recall how I
was conceived in a grand mansion in

Piedmont, terraced gardens, the water
course, my mom and dad so young and
poor they were house sitting for rich

friends of his parents. And how—early
in July—they gave the best party they
ever had, all their friends from Cal

were there and the booze soon gone, so
they, for once, were sober. All this said
to me again and again when I was small

to teach me how I’d been made in clarity.
Those two Julys, your brother, mine, each
still an only child, redwoods green-black

shapes cut from a sky swimming above us
like an even paler sea, one etched in high
faint waves of cirrus. And how that

evening opened out to us, and you and
I, who were not yet born, were already so
entwined in the braided love of them, how

Jane Vandenburgh’s most recent book is The Wrong Dog 

Dream: A True Romance (Counterpoint Press, April 2013). 

She is also the author of two novels, Failure to Zigzag and 

The Physics of Sunset, as well as two nonfiction works, 

Architecture of the Novel: A Writer’s Handbook and A Pocket 

History of Sex in the Twentieth Century: A Memoir. She 

has taught writing and literature at UC Davis, the George 

Washington University, and Saint Mary’s College in Moraga, 

California. She lives in Point Richmond, California.
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Nude and Succulent, 2013
Black and White Film Photography, 16 x 20 in

MANDY KAHN You knew you were lucky
to have her: young, not afraid
to strip down straight to flesh and hair
and curve into parentheses, to wishbones,
in the dunes. She didn’t fear a week
of finding sand stuck in a knuckle’s fold.
She didn’t fear your sons, nearly her
age-mates, she didn’t fear the former wife
you hadn’t quite divorced. Black, flat
anemones in her armpits curved to the light.
Every day you spent with her
was finished, you wondered whether
it mattered, making anything else. Pelted then
by sand, your own desire in waves,
the sun in desolate towns,
you wondered how many ways
a man could possibly come
to love her, or know her,
or see her, or keep her.

For  
Edward Weston

Mandy Kahn is author of the poetry collection Math, Heaven, 

Time, and is coauthor (with Aaron Rose) of the nonfiction 

book Collage Culture: Examining the 21st Century’s Identity 

Crisis. She lives in Los Angeles.
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Harold  
Griffin’s  
Dream

H arold Griffin, our next-door neighbor, begins 
each morning by walking his dog, a lab mix, 
which is a polite way of saying she’s half pit bull. 

She pulls madly at her leash, gasping and wheezing, lung-
ing like a tethered jackrabbit as they bumble toward his 
truck. Harold shouts, “Heel, Luna! Heel!” But she never 
does. Like the neighborhood children who steal cherries 
and peaches by the bagful from Harold’s trees, Luna ex-
ploits his age, mocking him. Soon enough, though, they’re 
both in the truck, off to explore the open land around 
nearby Lake Dalworth (hardly a lake, more like a pond, or 
a swamp), or to roam the ridge trail overlooking the town, 
Harold beating out a rhythm with his walking stick while 
Luna runs, off leash now, terrorizing the resident pheas-
ants and sparrows in the brush.

But that’s not quite correct. That’s not the beginning 
of Harold’s day. Before the walk, every morning, Harold 
Griffin brews half a pot of decaffeinated coffee. He drinks 
it black, finishing the first cup in his kitchen before empty-
ing the remainder of the pot into a small thermos that he 
will carry on the walk. He buys Folgers in one-pound cans, 
and every can he empties, he saves. He now has some four 
hundred cans stacked in his garage, and one on the floor-
board of his truck, for those desperate occasions when his 
bladder acts up in a traffic jam.

Don’t ask me how I know all this. Don’t ask me how 
I know that he has never cleaned his coffeemaker, that a 
brown film coats the inside of the glass pot. His kitchen 
smells like moldy bread. Grease-caked dishes and pans 
remain piled on his counter, and in one remote corner 
is an empty, unwashed cat food can. Even the ants that 
once swarmed the can have now rejected its last remaining 
morsels. That cat has long since run away.

Harold has installed low-wattage lightbulbs through-
out his house, and the only window in the kitchen fac-
es west. As he sips that first cup, sitting at a small table 
covered in piles of paper—including several years’ worth 
of tax returns, receipts for everything from utility bills 
to vehicles he sold long ago, and half-finished letters to 
politicians at every level of government—the only light 
is soft and indirect, creating shadows that lie across more 
shadows.

But even this isn’t right. Before brewing coffee he re-
lieves his bladder, having already done so two or three 

ZACH WESTON

Nude and Coat, 2014
Black and White Film Photography, 16 x 20 in
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bags weighing as much as sixty, seventy pounds each. I was 
quite young when I did all of that. Not that I am old now, 
but this kind of work can render you old beyond your years. 
My jeans have increased two sizes since I was promoted 
to the forklift, and although I would like to take more 
exercise on the weekend, the soreness in my legs and el-
bows and back leaves me too tired. Like our house, which 
creaks and groans as it shifts and settles further onto its 
foundation, leaving hairline cracks in the walls, my body 
too is settling, weighing down upon my knees and aching 
feet. A waste of my college degree, says a nagging voice in 
my mind from time to time. But a union job with decent 
benefits and a predictable schedule ended up sounding far 
preferable to—to what? I had no idea what I wanted to do, 
what I wanted to be.

Catherine has never seen where I work, nor have I 
been to her office in the city. Despite all she has told me, 
I have only a vague awareness of what she does, my only 
experience in anything like a corporate environment be-
ing the few weeks I temped at a law firm when I was in 
college. I learned quickly, as did my employer, that I am 
not cut out for the confines of cubicle walls, incessantly 
ringing telephones, a tie strung around my neck.

You might say that Catherine and I are an odd pair, 
then, but although we venture each day into disparate 
small worlds within this greater world, we have developed 
over the course of our years together a degree of intimacy 
and familiarity that transcends those aspects of ourselves 
that might seem incongruous. Our hands move across 
each other’s bodies with certainty and keen awareness of 
each other’s pleasure. Our silences are as sincere and gra-
cious as our conversations. The early graying of one strip 
in her hair, which we both agree she should not color, is 
as much a reminder of our shared history, the progress of 
our lives together, as of the effects of time on her own body.

I do not think of her much when I am at work, and it’s 
rare that either of us will call or text the other. My time at 
work is time to myself, my time to attend to what is at hand. 
But when the shift has ended and I am driving home, the 
transition from one aspect of my life to the other is smooth 
and peaceful, a happy return, a feeling of contentedness 
in my gut that the home I left that morning will be intact 
and waiting for me when I return.

The job started as yet another temporary gig, some-

thing to hold me over. I’ve been there going on eight 
years, which doesn’t seem so long when you really think  
about it.

Thirty years, however, is a long time, and that’s how 
long it will take us to pay off our house, minus the time 
we’ve been in it already. How a beaver knows to build a 
dam is anyone’s guess. Why a bird begins collecting twigs 
and various detritus for its nest is a mystery, probably 
even to the bird itself. I’m not sure why Catherine and I 
bought a house, an old house at that, a classic fixer-upper, 
a foreclosure in a neighborhood still riddled with them. 
We met, we had jobs, we dated, we married, we bought 
a house, and so continued a pattern that seemed driven 
by instinct more than rational thought. Certain circum-
stances—our incomes, proximity to our jobs—dictated our 
options, funneling us toward a place in our price range 
that happened to be on the market at a time that coin-
cided with that undefined mechanism operating within 
us. We moved in, bought and salvaged furniture, had the 
upper lateral replaced, got most of the outlets working,  
repainted.

Kids? No kids. Who can afford kids? This has been our 
answer when people ask, but the truth is, Catherine can-
not have children. She had cancer at an early age, before 
we met, so we have known this all along. And we live with 
the knowledge that her cancer might one day return. A 
childless home causes us no sorrow. It might even be a re-
lief, particularly during our weekday mornings when we sit 
quietly, undisturbed by crying and unreasonable demands, 
the only living thing dependent upon us a dog who waits 
patiently to be fed, the only intrusion upon our shared 
reverie the sound of Harold’s voice carrying through the 
window, shouting, “Heel, Luna. Heel!” alerting Catherine 
that it’s almost time to set her cup on the counter and kiss 
me good-bye. But lately I’ve begun to wonder, and I’m 
sure she has too, what comes next? What next, but to work 
and save for small vacations, to shop and cook meals and 
take out the trash, to mow the lawn and fix leaky faucets, 
to amble onward through months become years become 
decades, riding a pendulum between joy and sorrow, be-
tween success and disappointment, toward that inevitable 
end that awaits us all?

* * *

times throughout the night. He strips from his pale body 
the long underwear that kept him warm in that sagging 
bed with a single wool blanket. He dons blue jeans, boots, 
and a plaid flannel shirt. He washes his face with a bar 
of soap and brushes his teeth, vigorously scraping with 
ragged bristles his tired gums and brittle molars.

But no, even this isn’t right.
Harold Griffin begins each morning as we all do. He 

opens his eyes.

* * *

Next door, in our own house, in our own bed—a modest 
double mattress with smooth, regularly washed sheets—
Catherine is always first to open her eyes. She turns off 
the alarm and staggers toward the shower as I stir and 
stretch in the bed. Emily, our shepherd, lifts her head 
briefly, considers following Catherine, then looks at me. 
She puts her head back on the floor and breathes deeply, 
a long, satisfying snort.

Catherine turns on the shower and then sits on the 
toilet, the cold seat shocking her bare legs. Steam soon 
fills the room, fogging the window and mirror, and after 
flushing, she steps into the shower. She stretches and turns, 
holding her head down beneath the water, letting it stream 
past her ears, drowning out all noise except its own lovely 
gurgle, eliciting perhaps some primal satisfaction, some 
vague notion of rivers, oceans. She rubs her hands in her 
hair, across her neck, then down to her breasts, her smooth, 
slender belly. She stays there ten, sometimes fifteen min-
utes, soaping, rinsing, soaping again. Of course, I have no 
way of knowing any of this. But I feel as if I do. What I do 
not know, however, what I might never know, is what she 
thinks about, what longings pass through her mind, what 
regrets or feelings of gratitude, during that brief time when 
she is more alone than ever, so peacefully alone.

She emerges from the shower with steam rising from 
her skin like a smoldering fire. If I have drifted back to 
sleep, I wake again at the sound of the blow-drier, then 
close my eyes, waiting for her to enter the bedroom again 
and shake me, softly repeating my name. This is our rou-
tine. She stands above me with her hand on my shoulder, 
her straight brown hair falling forward about her face, a 
few short strands of Emily’s ever-shedding fur clinging to 
her neatly pressed suit. I must seem so unpleasant to her, 

the room still wallowing in sleep, my body lightly coated 
in sweat, my breath like sour milk.

I always opt for coffee before my shower. After letting 
Emily out back to pee and inspect the yard for evidence 
of nocturnal visits from raccoons and opossums, we sit 
opposite each other in the kitchen, Catherine holding her 
cup with both hands, as she always does, as if she’s afraid 
of dropping it. Most mornings we say very little, enjoying 
instead this precious time together before turning our at-
tention to the day that awaits, Catherine’s commute by 
ferry to a cubicle in San Francisco, my ten-hour shifts, 
four days a week, driving a forklift at a grocery warehouse 
across town.

I spend my days at the warehouse in relative isolation, 
seated high on the forklift, filling orders, one after anoth-
er. We deal mostly in frozen foods and nonperishables: 
canned soup, cereal, rice and pasta, sodas and beer—the 
list goes on. Shipments arrive from vendors around the 
country, sometimes other countries, and are offloaded and 
placed in their assigned bays, where they sit until orders ar-
rive from the stores we ship to. I receive my printed orders 
and retrieve pallets from the bays according to correspond-
ing letters and numbers. Unless the boxes on the pallets 
are labeled prominently, I might not even know what’s in 
them. There are other workers, younger, newer, who break 
the pallets down, taking however many boxes are needed 
to fill the order, and when they’ve finished, I (or one of the 
other drivers) return the pallet with its remaining contents 
to its bay. Cases are repacked onto new pallets accord-
ing to what an individual store has ordered, and when it’s 
full, ready to go, I (or one of the other drivers) load it into 
the container. Trucks depart for the freeways, fanning out 
across Northern California for daily replenishment of su-
permarket shelves.

Except for brief conversations in the lunchroom, most 
of my interactions with others take the form of shouted 
half-sentences, only the most utilitarian communication. 
The seat is uncomfortable, and it taxes my lower back. 
I exert little energy, nor is there much demand on my 
intellect, and yet the job can be physically and mentally 
exhausting. I had to work hard and wait patiently for this 
position, having started as a runner, retrieving individual 
items for special orders, cleaning up spills, then moving 
up to unpacking and repacking pallets, hefting boxes and 
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Once, in the late afternoon of a particularly hot summer 
day, while I was loading the last few pallets of the day into 
a container, Harold left this voice mail on my phone:

“Eric? This’s Harold. Next door. There’s been mayhem. 
mayhem! In your backyard. I don’t know about murder,” 
he chuckled here, “but definitely mayhem. You get home, 
you might want to check it out.”

I listened to the message on my way to the parking 
lot, and when I made it home, I stepped out back. Our 
small sheepskin rug, which I’d left hanging over a chair 
after beating the dust out of it that morning, had been 
shredded. Fluffy strands dotted the bushes and the leaves 
of our sweet gum. Some still wafted in the air. Sparrows 
swooped down to scoop up pieces from the ground, but 
Emily paid them no attention. She sat proudly in the cen-
ter of the concrete patio, clutching a large fragment of the 
rug between her front paws, tearing at it as if devouring a 
fresh kill. White, woolly fur clung to her snout, and when 
she looked up at me, her jaws and tongue working rapidly 
to spit the fur from her lips, some of it stained light red, 
her eyes gleamed with dirty pleasure. Centuries, barreling 
down through history, rising up and taking charge of her 
brain.

“Careful,” Harold warned, peering over the low fence 
that separates our backyards. “Dog gets a taste of that ani-
mal flesh, it changes them. Blood lust.”

I knelt next to Emily, and she wagged her tail. I pried 
open her mouth and pulled one of her cheeks back to look 
at her teeth. A small measure of blood was seeping from 
her gums.

“There’s no blood in a rug, Harold.”
“I see,” he said, and pressed his lips together as he con-

sidered this. He turned and walked back toward his house.

* * *

Harold Griffin, in his early sixties. A bald, splotchy white 
head, and on most days, a scruffy hint of gray beard. He 
complains of asthma, of an irregular heartbeat. Says he 
struggles to keep up with maintenance on his house. Talks 
of rotting window frames, water in his basement. He lives 
alone and, for all I know, has since he entered adulthood. 
He has never mentioned a former wife or partner or chil-
dren. I know little about the life he lived before we became 
his neighbors, what kind of work he did or what source of 

income he has now. I know only that he bought his house 
some twenty years before we bought ours, so he must have 
known the people who lived in our house before us, and 
perhaps the people before that, although he’s never spoken 
of any of them.

His house. A tall, old two-story dating from the turn 
of the twentieth century, chopped into a split-level duplex 
during the Second World War, or shortly after, when hous-
ing became scarce and the economy of this town briefly 
soared. The upper unit has not seen a tenant in years, serv-
ing instead as yet another storage warehouse for Harold’s 
various scavenged treasures. The exterior of the house is 
covered head to toe in beige aluminum siding, with thick 
green ivy stretching skyward in several places along the 
outer walls. There’s a twelve-foot section of rain gutter 
missing on the side nearest us, exposing a long, narrow 
access point into the attic.

Mornings, when the light is still fresh over the dis-
tant hills, I sometimes see squirrels poking their heads out 
through that gap. Larger heads first, then smaller ones, the 
babies. They gaze at the sky, as if dreaming of flight, then 
contemplate the ground below. They chatter feverishly in 
a language that must be so simple one could come to un-
derstand it with a small measure of patience.

But come evening, as the reds and oranges on the 
horizon give way to encroaching blackness, after the 
squirrels have vanished, small bats begin dashing out of 
the opening. First one, then a few more, and then doz-
ens, maybe hundreds, in rapid succession. Momentary 
flashes of shadow, fluttering madly and disappearing into 
the night sky. It takes little more than a few minutes for 
them all to leave, and it’s rare that we see them after that 
initial burst from the secluded darkness of Harold’s attic. 
But in those brief moments, shortly after they’ve opened 
their insufficient eyes to greet the night, they appear like 
an indecipherable omen, at once sinister and angelic, in 
their urgent departure.

“Good to have bats,” Harold told me one day as we 
talked over the fence. “They eat a thousand mosquitoes a 
night. Each one.” He imitated the sound of a bat’s wings 
flapping, waving his hands at his sides. Then he puckered 
his lips and made a quick slurping sound, “Shhhhhooopt.” 
He set his elbows on top of the fence and chewed the stem 
of an oxalis flower he’d plucked from the ground.
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“Hola!” Harold shouted to them above the incessant 
rud-dud-dudding as we stepped out of his truck.

A couple of the men waved tentatively in response. 
Harold pointed to the pile of concrete, and one of the men 
nodded and waved his hand in a dismissive motion. Yes, 
take it, old man. Take it all, if you want. Save us the trouble.

I bent down to pick up one of the pieces, but Harold 
stopped me.

“Too small,” he said. “This here. Look for pieces like 
this.”

He stooped at the waist and hoisted a large jagged 
block up to his thin chest. I confess that his strength sur-
prised me. He is not a particularly large man, and he ex-
hibits such tired frailty in so many aspects of his being. But 
while I struggled to lift that first piece, choosing eventually 
to roll it along the ground to get it as close to the truck 
as possible before investing every bit of my strength into 
lifting it, Harold, with leather gloves on his hands and a 
wide-brimmed hat shading his face and neck, picked the 
blocks up as if they were made of polystyrene foam, one 
after another, clutching them against his body and walking 
steadily to the truck to fling them on top of the others. The 
sun beat down on us, and although we weren’t there more 
than a few minutes before Harold declared that that was 
enough, that his truck, sagging low over the rear wheels, 
could hold no more, my face was covered in drops of sweat.

“Gracias!” Harold shouted, waving, as we got back into 
the cab. But if the men heard him, they gave no indication.

Luna rode between us, stinking of marsh water and 
occasionally farting. The coffee can, with the plastic lid 
sealed tightly on top, sat on the floorboard between my feet. 
I tapped my foot against it. It seemed to be empty. I occa-
sionally rolled my window down to let some fresh air into 
the cab, but every time I did, even if only a crack, Luna 
crawled over me, stepping with all her weight on my thighs 
and my groin, to put her nose in the wind. Then I’d roll 
the window back up, leaving it like that as long as I could.

Harold kept the radio loud, tuned to a call-in talk show 
featuring an emphatic host with a penchant for hanging 
up on callers, but occasionally he turned it down to point 
out something that interested him along the road—the 
burned-out shell of a car, a small pile of tires—for which 
he would have pulled over, he said, if the truck wasn’t 
already full.

“I knew a guy once,” he said, “this guy that made plant-
er boxes out of old tires. I keep thinking I should try that.”

“Maybe on the way back,” I suggested.
But he shook his head, reconsidering.

“No,” he said, more to himself than to me. “The last 
thing I need is more stuff.”

He showed no special appreciation for the trees and 
golden grasses rippling in the breeze, which came to domi-
nate the landscape as we got further away from town and 
the highway eventually narrowed to one lane in each di-
rection. Instead, he pointed toward the hills and described 
a reservoir, hidden from view, which supplied irrigation 
water for nearby farms. He explained the details of ongo-
ing disputes over rights to that water. He spoke of a long 
history of public works projects, disagreements over the 
construction of roads, and efforts to curb the impact of 
population growth. There was no judgment in his tone. 
He related the facts with an attitude of sincere fascination. 
Looking at the fields and farms we passed, I saw wide-
open spaces, uncorrupted by buildings, while Harold saw 
businesses, the operation of which involved the interac-
tion of profit motives and government interests. I thought 
of suntanned bodies invigorated by a close connection 
to the earth. He spoke of crop yields and prices at the  
supermarket.

“This here,” he said, pointing to an upcoming inter-
section, “this is the road to the new Indian casino that’s 
caused so much hubbub.”

“I think I’ve heard of it,” I said.
He turned the radio off.

“You want to go?” he asked, as if accepting a challenge, 
his face wildly animated and his body now turned halfway 
toward me, as if I’d dared him to drive the truck over a cliff 
and his response was, I’ll do it, I swear to God, I’ll do it!

“What about the dog?” I asked.
“Pssht,” he said, flashing his hand in the air.
His enthusiasm frightened me. I pictured him wan-

dering through the smoky haze of the casino and plant-
ing himself in front of a slot machine next to a wrinkled 
woman in a wheelchair fitted with an oxygen tank, a small 
bucket of quarters in his lap, cherries and black bars spin-
ning wildly before his glazed eyes.

“Just an hour or so,” he said.
I thought of the concrete weighing down the truck, 

“They might try eating a few more,” I said. I didn’t 
mention the large barrels of standing water beneath two 
of the downspouts on the back of his house.

His lips moved for a moment as he calculated, esti-
mating the number of bats in his attic, multiplying by a 
thousand, trying to guess how many bats there might be 
in other buildings nearby.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Must be a lot of mosquitoes.” 
He spoke slowly, pronouncing each word like a child prac-
ticing. His eyebrows relaxed, and he added, “Guano’s good, 
too. Makes great fertilizer.”

I’ve grown accustomed to the faint scent of shit ema-
nating from Harold’s yard. Initially I assumed it came from 
the piles his dog leaves there, which Harold never picks 
up. But in that moment, I suddenly had an image in my 
mind of him in his attic, in the middle of the night after 
the bats have left, scooping guano into buckets and carting 
it down to the small vegetable garden he cultivates among 
the weeds.

I asked him about the squirrels, about how they man-
age to live in harmony with the bats, and his face turned 
quickly to a dark scowl. He made a series of high-pitched 
squeaks, then clicked his tongue against the roof of his 
mouth and muttered, “Goddamn squirrels.”

* * *

We’d been in our house several months before I met Har-
old. He’d been recuperating from something since shortly 
before we moved in, lazing around his house. We’d seen 
his dog in the backyard and heard her bark from time to 
time. When the back door opened to let her in or out, we 
saw only the dark outline of a human body and heard 
only a feeble voice when it called her inside. But eventu-
ally he recovered and made his way back to the outside 
world, back to his routines. He’s always in the midst of 
some project or other, relocating a pile of scrap wood in an 
effort to disrupt the nesting habits of our local opossums, or 
replacing the rusty hinges on his shed door with other rusty 
hinges he found in some abandoned warehouse, or prepar-
ing for a drive to his property up north, a parcel of land he 
bought around the time he bought the house next door. 
Every couple of weeks, after he’s filled his truck with con-
crete salvaged from various demolition and construction 
sites around town, he sets out on the ninety-minute drive 
north to offload it, spreading it around that still vacant 
hillside lot as part of a makeshift system of erosion con-
trol. Harold says he plans to build a house up there some 
day. Just as soon as he gets enough money together. Or 
just as soon as he gets to feeling better. As soon as, just as  
soon as…

I offered once, on one of my Fridays off work, to ride 
up there with him, to help him out for an afternoon. He 
had replaced a rotten post in the fence between our yards 
and had refused my offer to pay for materials. Materials? 
He keeps a stockpile of fence posts and bags of ready-mix 
in his garage. Still, he had done the work, and I felt like I 
owed him a favor.

It was nearly noon before we got out of town. Har-
old had a little more room in the back of his truck and 
wanted to stop at a house he’d driven past the day before, 
where he’d seen a small crew tearing up a long driveway. 
I heard the jackhammer from more then a block away, 
and I wondered if that sound was what had drawn Harold 
to the house—if, in Harold’s ears, that awful, deafening 
rumble were like a siren song, something that could pull 
him, even from miles away, to its source.

He parked alongside the busted-up pieces of concrete 
that had been piled near the sidewalk. While one man 
worked the jackhammer, a few others loaded the broken 
chunks into wheelbarrows and carted them to the pile.

Every couple of weeks, 
after he’s filled his truck 
with concrete salvaged 
from various demolition 
and construction sites 
around town, he sets out 
on the ninety-minute 
drive north to offload it...
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the remaining miles ahead of us, the long drive back 
home. But in those few pressurized seconds, I chose to  
simply lie.

“I don’t gamble.”
The energy left his face as we passed the intersection. 

His shoulders sagged. He faced forward again.
“I didn’t know,” he said. He rubbed his fingers on his 

chin, as if reconsidering whatever assessment he’d made 
of me.

“Well, I need to pull over,” he said, slowing down and 
pulling to the side of the highway.

Luna stayed seated next to me as he got out and shut 
the door. He walked around the front of the truck and 
down a small embankment, and peed in the dirt.

* * *

We soon left the highway. After a series of turns, the asphalt 
eventually gave way to gravel, and we reached the dirt 
driveway that led onto Harold’s land. It was a few acres, 
stretching up to the top of a small hill, with oak trees rising 
here and there, tall and gnarled, bearing broad patches of 
lichen on the north-facing sides of their trunks. Post-and-
wire fences lined the property on three sides, clarifying the 
boundary that separated Harold from his neighbors, one 
of whom had built a large house with a detached garage 
and a small horse stable. Harold parked the truck and let 
Luna out on his side. She bounded up the hill and, within 
seconds, flushed a pheasant from beneath a bush, then 
rushed onward as if in several directions at once, darting 
from tree to bush to rock. My legs stiff from the ride, I 
stepped out of the truck and stretched. Harold made his 
way to one of the trees and peed again.

“Luna loves it up here,” he shouted over his shoulder. 
“Some day she’ll get to run around here all day.”

The air was clean and fresh. There was a light, pleas-
ant breeze. It took a few moments for me to realize that 
what I had first mistaken for outcroppings of rock were 
actually Harold’s retaining walls. All over the hillside were 
several haphazard stacks of broken concrete, cobbled to-
gether like fragments of castle walls. A few had started 
to give way, and one had completely fallen over. A large 
pile of dirt had spilled down the slope, and the pieces of 
concrete had rolled several feet down the hill.

“It looks silly now,” Harold said, still zipping up as he 

came to where I stood. “But come winter, the rain can play 
some real havoc.”

He pointed out a groove in the hillside, where water 
flowed down the hill when it rained, and described his 
plan for holding the land in place. Tall brown grass had 
grown up around several of the pilings, and the closer I 
looked the more of them I saw. It was impossible to gauge 
just how many times Harold had driven up here for no oth-
er reason than to bring another load of those fragmented, 
oil-stained blocks, one truckload at a time, over the course 
of twenty years.

“Up there,” Harold said, resting one hand on my 
shoulder and pointing to the top of his portion of the hill. 

“That’s where I’ll build my house.”
For a moment, I could actually see it: the smooth 

driveway curving up the slope, rising to a plateau atop 
the hill; the modest home with broad views of all of Lake 
County, and even, on clear days, the Sierra foothills; morn-
ing sunlight entering the kitchen; a screened patio for en-
joying mild summer evenings; a fireplace in the living 
room for lolling away winter nights in pleasant solitude. 
A hazy, transparent vision taking shape against the barren 
sky beyond, like a ghost, but the ghost of one who never 
had the opportunity to live. There must have come a point, 
perhaps long ago, when Harold realized he would never 
succeed in building that house. Perhaps it was a sudden 
revelation, on some cold morning as he lay alone in his 
lumpy bed, or a vague awareness slowly taking hold over 
the course of several years. Perhaps he’d known it all along, 
from the moment he signed the deed to that land. Still, as 
we stood in silence, gazing up that hillside, I could see it, 
just as vivid in my mind as I knew it must be in Harold’s. 
No matter that what I saw was likely not at all what he 
saw, that the house in his mind was not at all the house in 
mine, because what we were looking at was no more than 
a dream, or no less than. The details might be different, 
but the dream is the same, like dreaming of God.

Harold exhaled, a breathy, audible sigh, just behind 
my ear. Then his hand squeezed my shoulder and he said, 
quietly, “Let’s get to work.”

* * *

I arrived home ahead of Catherine, my body sore, tired, 
aching. In the bathroom I stripped off my clothes, dusty 
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and infused with dried sweat, and covered in Luna’s short, 
wiry fur. My own dog took sudden interest, digging her 
nose into the pile on the floor as if the story of everything 
I’d done that day were encoded in the multiple layers of 
scents I had picked up. I ran a cool shower and stepped in, 
letting the water flow over my head, down my arms and 
legs. A sharp, stinging pain flared up in the small scratches 
and cuts on my hands and forearms, where the jagged 
blocks had scraped repeatedly against my skin. The wall 
we’d managed to construct, after digging away a section 
of earth, turned out to be much smaller than I’d expected. 
We fitted the blocks together like jigsaw pieces according 
to their varying shapes, and packed mud into the empty 
spaces like mortar. In the end there were a few extra blocks, 
which we left in a pile for Harold to use on his next visit. 
With the truck empty now, we’d made much better time 
on the trip home, and having already told me all he wanted 
to say on the ride up, Harold kept the radio turned up most 
of the ride. Only later did it occur to me that Harold didn’t 
bother to thank me for the help. In truth, I wasn’t much 
help at all. I might have even slowed him down.

I went to the kitchen and lit two burners on the gas 
stove. On one I steamed a small pot of rice and on the 
other sautéed onions in a pan, added bits of diced chicken, 
asparagus, and a bit of curry paste from a jar in the re-
frigerator. At the end I added coconut milk from a can, 
lime juice, and dried mint. It was a meal that would never 
suffice for company, but for Catherine and myself on a 
Friday evening it would do. When Catherine arrived, we 
sat across from one another at the island counter, a glass 
of wine for her, beer for me, while Emily lay on the floor 
a few feet away, her eyes fixed on us as we ate.

We both learned to cook as best we could during our 
first few years together, looking up recipes, trying new 
things with a spirit of adventure that often led to dishes 
we ruined in one way or another. But eventually we settled 
into making what we knew would turn out, if not great, at 
least edible. The work week is long and exhausting. Pre-
dictability, in the end, won out over the risk of having to 
throw out an entire meal, along with the hour or two or 
three it took to prepare it, and end up foraging in the pan-
try for whatever might stave off our hunger.

“You’ll never believe what happened today,” Catherine 
began soon after we sat down, as she often does over dinner, 

although she rarely, if ever, shares anything quite so unbe-
lievable. However engaging or banal her stories, whether 
Karen accidentally hit reply-all when she meant only to hit 
reply, or Ben cracked one of the glass walls of the confer-
ence room when he threw a stapler during yet another tan-
trum, I always find it quite easy to believe what she tells me.

She seemed not to notice the way I winced when I 
moved too suddenly, or the sun on my face and arms, rare 
for a man who spends his days beneath the dim lights of 
a refrigerated building. My job yields few stories to tell, 
so it’s a long time since she’s ceased asking how my day 
was, even on the one day a week I’m at home without her. 
We spend so many of our waking hours apart, our longest 
stretches of close proximity to one another whiled away 
in the separate corners of our sleeping, dreaming minds. 
These moments, when we have the opportunity to bring 
back from our separate lives to our shared life the little 
details that form the context of who we are, of who we 
become, seem so necessary. Her lips continued moving, 
her voice falling pleasantly on my ears, but I wasn’t listen-
ing. Instead, I watched the widening and narrowing of her 
eyes as her story moved onward, her hand waving in the air 
as she spoke, and I thought, this is the person, this imper-
fectly beautiful person, next to whom I woke this morning.

When she paused to take a sip of her wine, I reached 
across the counter and brushed my hand gently down her 
cheek. Her eyes met mine, as if noticing for the first time 
since she’d gotten home that I was sitting across from her, 
that it was I who sat across from her. She set down her glass.

“Are you okay?” she asked, smiling and cocking her 
head to the side. “Goodness, you look tired.”

Through the window the evening light was fading.
“Come on,” I said, taking hold of her hand. “Let’s go 

outside. Let’s watch the bats take flight.”

David William Hill’s work has appeared or is forthcoming 

in J Journal, [PANK], Hobart, and Cimarron Review, among 

others. David was assistant editor for Underground America: 

Narratives of Undocumented Lives, an oral history book from 

Voice of Witness, published by McSweeney’s. David is a na-

tive of Northern California, currently living in Hong Kong.
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Want

Small wind tonight
and my face pressed
to the flimsy screen.

Owls ghost our hilltop
trees, fledglings
shrilling for food.

They eat their own weight
in rodents every night,
scream and scream,

though their sibling
was found, consumed.
Under their nest box,

what was left:
wings sheared from the body
intact, a few bones,

skull with its working beak.
The brain was devoured,
eye sockets sucked clean.

This is the world I want.
World of hunger.
World of soft breeze and keening.

Lord, let me famish,
devour my body’s weight
in summer evening light,

ache for sky
and the trees’ outline—
a gaping mouth—

against it. Let me be
the dark shape, stark
against what is bright.

TATIANA GORBACHEVA

Oysters, 2013
Oil on Canvas, 14 x 18 in

Francesca Bell’s poems have appeared in many journals, 

including North American Review, Willow Springs, Poetry 

Northwest, Rattle, Passages North, and The Sun. Her book-

length manuscript was a finalist in the Poetry Foundation’s 

2012 Emily Dickinson First Book Award contest. She won the 

2014 Neil Postman Award for Metaphor from Rattle.
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STEPHEN WOODHAMS

Garden of 
Verses

O ne summer when Uncle Edward was in town, 
during the walks we took around Land’s End 
and other scenic out-of-the-way San Francisco 

locations that my uncle specialized in, he spoke at length 
about writers he admired, especially Robert Louis Steven-
son, who, it seemed, was much on his mind. This was 
partly because Uncle Edward, as a retired English profes-
sor, brooded over such matters, and partly because, as a 
social bon vivant, he had once met Stevenson’s stepdaugh-
ter at a tea party in San Francisco where she had lived for 
some time.

This oblique proximity to the great man had forged a 
lasting bond. My uncle seemed to see himself in Steven-
son. They were doppelgangers of sorts, perhaps because of 
the time during the war that my uncle had spent on Samoa 
where Stevenson had lived. On a leave, he had hiked to 
Stevenson’s house at Vailima, and pronounced the spot 
gloomy and the domestic arrangements there dubious—
but still, the man himself emerged even more heroic for 
having been able to put up with it. There was also the time 
that Stevenson had spent in a cabin in the Silverado Hills 
of Napa Valley, drinking, by his own account, a great deal 
of local wine.

One day we’d driven to Calistoga looking for some 
trace of the author. “Stevenson’s time here was very brief,” 
said my uncle; “apparently of little consequence”—this 
despite the nearby museum housing the world’s most ex-
tensive collection of Stevenson artifacts, which seemed to 
only mystify him. It was as though these manuscripts and 
portraits and exhibits had little to do with my uncle’s con-
nection to the author, and were but a superficial gloss on 
how he felt. Or maybe it was because the museum was 
empty and showed little sign of visitation. “You see,” he 
said on the drive home, “I knew him rather well.”

The fact that Uncle Edward suffered from something 
called “mastoids” as a boy may have also linked him to the 
chronic tubercular suffering of Robert Louis Stevenson. 
My uncle was not one to ever admit to sickness—“I have 
never been ill a day in my life,” he used to say—but he 
may have seen Stevenson in the same light: someone who 
soldiered on without complaint.

All of this qualified him to issue this judgment: “You 
will find no finer purveyor of the King’s speech than rls.”

Over a lifetime, Uncle Edward had associated with 

editorial noteeditorial note
art credit rule should be: if on side, then in gutter.  if underneath, 
then at same baseline as text page blue line, raise art image above it.



CATAMARAN  1 03102  Stephen Woodhams

“I kind of liked A Child’s Garden of Verses.” I was feel-
ing reckless, popping up now on his other side.

“You did? What you say astonishes me.”
Uncle Edward stopped to stare at me, his gaze watery 

and slightly lopsided.
But then I recalled that I was remembering A Child’s 

Garden of Grass, an adaptation parody, popular in the six-
ties when grass was no longer grass. I wasn’t sure how to 
convey this to my uncle, or even if I should try.

He continued to eye me quizzically.
“Getting back to Kidnapped,” I said. “I wrote a version 

of it in seventh grade for a class project. My teacher liked it 
but she suggested I cut down the number of scene changes. 
I think I had something like thirty-five.”

My uncle bowed his head, half-smiling despite himself. 
“It sounds a bit difficult to manage but I’m not surprised.” 
His righteous indignation blossomed. “The baldest sum-
mary of the plot of Kidnapped will make clear how difficult 
it is to find essential unity in the story. David Balfour, on 
the death of his parents, seeks out his uncle who treats him 
with suspicious hostility and has him kidnapped by sailors 
who are to sell him as a slave overseas… All because David 
actually has legal right to the property which his uncle 
feels is his own. A preposterous plot,” he scoffed.

“So uncles don’t do things like that?”
“Not anymore,” Uncle Edward said. I couldn’t tell if 

he saw the joke. “And certainly not in thirty-five scenes.”
But if I did the calculations, and included the times I’d 

filled in as an extra man at his table, my uncle and I had 
met at least that number of times. Improbably, in a pro-
cess slower than evolution, we had grown closer through 
a shared interest in writing and books, and the notion that, 
like him, I, too, would become a teacher one day. As a 
young man, my uncle had aspirations as a writer, and must 
have seen something of that in me, a graduate student 
(though he pronounced my chances as “only so-so”). And, 
thus, I often found myself at his disposal, more or less for 
lack of a plan. He would call to suggest that we take what 
he called a vigorous walk. If I hesitated he would bark, “I 
can see that you’re busy,” and slam down the phone.

I learned to acquiesce without delay.
On these walks, time passed more quickly if we were 

actually moving (just as at the dinners, and lunchtime 
went faster when I was eating). So I dreaded the drawn-out 

stationary aside or reflection. I took a step forward, willing 
my uncle to follow, and like a horse in harness he began 
to mechanically clop along. It is fair to say that, at times, 
all his boasting about his walking prowess to the contrary, 
our progress was microscopic, easily stalled by a breeze. In 
the strong headwinds that laced the cliffs in the afternoon, 
we could find ourselves walking in place or backwards—

“exercise all the same,” my uncle claimed.
“But I will say this about Stevenson,” Uncle Edward 

said. “His development from the writer of boys’ adventure 
stories to the author of Weir of Hermiston is a remarkable 
episode in the history of English literature…matched pos-
sibly only by James Joyce—do you agree?”

“Yes,” I said.
“Sadly, like Joyce, Stevenson learned to know his native 

country best and to make effective use of it in literature 
only after he left it, never to return.”

“Never to return?”
“Never to return,” my uncle said again even more 

somberly.
I wondered if my uncle, like Stevenson, had felt exiled 

in some way: certainly he had lived a kind of half-life teach-
ing in Virginia all these years, defined by his roots in Cali-
fornia—to which he did, however, return every summer.

“I haven’t read Weir of Hermi—” I didn’t even know 
how to say the title.

“Hermiston.” My uncle opened his mouth wide to let 
the letters spill crisply out. In the end there was nothing he 
liked better than modeling proper enunciation. He smiled 
painfully to acknowledge my difficulty. “Most people 
haven’t read it,” he said, “and that’s a pity. One of the 
greatest authors of our time will most likely be forgotten 
or remembered as the author of pirate stories.”

“What is it about?”
There was a pause. “The usual things,” my uncle said, 

almost dismissively. “In Scotland.”
I had the impression then that Uncle Edward—like 

most people—had himself forgotten the details of this cul-
minating masterpiece of Robert Louis Stevenson.

Uncle Edward had stopped again. Serious reflection 
and promenading could not operate simultaneously, par-
ticularly when he felt that a reputation might be at stake—
his or Stevenson’s, it was hard to tell.

He spoke earnestly, hunched over like one of the twist-

writers, sought out their company insofar as the fabric 
of his world allowed. This gave him a certain authority. 
Faulkner sat in on his classes at the University; Katherine 
Anne Porter, too—both of them drinking from paper bags. 
From time to time, former students appeared for lunch as 
successful authors. Uncle Edward understood, he claimed, 
something about the creative process. It involved spending 
your life chained to a desk, he said, which had not been 
for him. He liked to get out and about. “Writers are not 
ordinary people,” he would say. “They never have time 
for lunch.”

It was clear, though, that books, correspondence, and 
the occasional article or book review had been his refuge. 
At odd moments, in between engagements, he could still 
be found, pen in hand, busy at a desk in one corner of his 
living room. These days he seemed to be mostly writing 
comic toasts for his friends’ birthday parties.

On our walk around the Fort Funston bluffs, Uncle 
Edward voiced the fear that Stevenson would be forgotten, 
that he was already fading rapidly in the public’s esteem. 
But, he went on, “If literary fashion has kept people from 
reading such things for their own delight and wonder, 
then—the more fools they.”

Had I read Treasure Island?
I nodded, trying to fall behind a step and thereby into 

the shadow of deception. I had tried to read Treasure Island 
more than once. What my uncle said next did not make 
me feel better.

“Stevenson nearly always begins his stories well,” Un-
cle Edward said. “And Treasure Island is a prime example. 
Anyone who has read the first half-dozen pages and is not 
impelled to go on is mentally ill or morally corrupt.”

I was not surprised to be categorized this way. Despite 
an ongoing rapprochement, certain things didn’t change 
in my uncle’s dim view of me. He gave me a sallow look, 
smiling as if to suggest that I might just pass muster one 
of these days, though there was no guarantee.

What was stunning was that the force of my uncle’s 
personality had me wondering if maybe, in this far-reach-
ing categorization, he didn’t finally have my number: was 
I mentally ill, morally corrupt?

I gulped, swallowed hard, and hoped I wasn’t giv-
ing myself away. Because when I thought of Stevenson, 
I thought of swashbuckling pirates and a fish and chips 

chain, not to mention long, incomprehensible sentences. 
I had yet to discover the merits of Treasure Island.

I said, “I heard that Stevenson based the island on a 
place around here.”

My uncle squinted at the ocean, and then drew him-
self up, as though taking offense, which he was. “Treasure 
Island is a place of the imagination.”

“Don’t writers write about where they’ve been and what 
they know?”

“Is that what they teach you at that school of yours? A 
writer always transcends the personal. He must! I have 
spent many happy weekends in Carmel, and it has nothing 
to do with it at all.”

“So that’s where the book is based.”
I believe I was stalling for time.
Ignoring me, Uncle Edward said, “The story culmi-

nates in blind Pew tapping, tapping on the road before 
the horseman from the village ran him down.” My uncle 
looked sharply at me. “You remember that, of course?”

“Of course,” I said, thinking that it sounded like an 
improbable sequence, one I was having trouble visualizing.

“Good,” Uncle Edward said, waving his arms as if try-
ing to catch the sun. “I really do feel sometimes as though 
we might have something in common—and you feel this 
too?” His voice sounded tentative, catching for a moment.

“Oh yes,” I said, trying not to blush the color of a dis-
sembler, someone who counterfeits experience.

“Good,” my uncle said again, as though assigning a 
grade.

I had a flash of myself relishing Kidnapped in middle 
school and, to ease the tension, said so—with enthusiasm.

“Kidnapped is an inferior work,” Uncle Edward an-
nounced, his face blanching to stress how our concor-
dance was suddenly in doubt.

There was only one way out—to change the subject, 
which I did by crossing stage left, trying to catch him off 
guard with this new approach.

“What about his poetry? I think—”
Uncle Edward cut me off, inching forward. I was used 

to being cut off by my uncle: as his nephew, I had to be 
kept in place. He said, “I assume you would agree with 
Stevenson who would have said himself that if his liter-
ary reputation were to rest on his poetry no one would 
remember him. No one.”

editorial note editorial note



CATAMARAN  1 05

C
O

U
R

E
S

Y
 T

H
E

 A
R

T
IS

T

1 04  Stephen Woodhams

ed pines on our path. “Stevenson’s greatest achievement 
was to use nostalgia dramatically—that is to say, he sup-
pressed all personal emotion while using that emotion in 
serious fiction.” It sounded like Uncle Edward was reading 
from notes; he even consulted with the palms of his hands 
before continuing. “This use of the autobiographical into 
artistic impulse is an impressive achievement, and again, 
one which only Joyce has surpassed.”

He looked at me. “You see, I know Stevenson like no-
body’s business.” He made a face, his voice climbing in a 
kind of wry self-deprecating exhortation. “And—I should. 
This is what I did for my life, for my job. You know that, 
don’t you?” He said all this as though he expected me to 
raise objections. When I didn’t, we marched on trium-
phantly, the wind favoring our course.

Then my uncle looked at his watch. For him, timing 
was everything. The warped asphalt path through the ice 
plants had finally led us back to the parking lot just visible 
over a sand dune. “I’m afraid I’m very busy this afternoon,” 
he said, charging over the dune. His sidekick followed suit. 
In the right conditions, Uncle Edward was capable of sud-
den, surprising maneuvers.

Paradoxically, given his ravenous censuring, I was not 
afraid sometimes to admit that I had not read or did not 
know certain things, because my uncle could even seem 
to admire ignorance in someone so young—especially if 
the young person were upfront about it. After all, his role 
in life had been to teach us swine. At the very least, it kept 
the conversation going. I would take one for posterity.

So at the ends of our visits, when he liked to give his 
“suggested readings,” I listened. We stood in front of his 
apartment building on California Street, his car safely en-
sconced in the underground garage.

“Have you read Robert Louis Stevenson’s Travels with 
a Donkey?”

In this case the right answer was “No.”
“No,” I said obligingly and honestly.
“Do so,” he said. “It records with remarkable vividness 

an experience which many of us have known.”
“Traveling with a donkey?”
“It’s about a journey Stevenson took in France, through 

the Cévennes, that damn nearly did him in,” my uncle 
said. “An extraordinary journey with—yes—a donkey. I 
find it profoundly moving.”

It was strange to be exchanging—or at least listening 
to—confidences from imperious Uncle Edward, even in 
the form of a book review. In fact, I found the process to be 
a little alarming. I wondered what I had done to deserve it.

“You see, I like to walk,” Uncle Edward said, almost 
helplessly, folding his hands together, then dropping 
them down. “Stevenson was an extraordinary walker.” He 
perked up. “I have that in common with one of the most 
marvelous writers the English language has known.”

“I like to walk,” I said.
He said, “I’m very pleased to hear it. I shall look for-

ward to more happy times together—walking.” He gave 
me an almost sickly smile, the kind a warden might give 
to a model prisoner.

As usual, I hadn’t quite said what I meant to say. I’d 
been speaking metaphorically, or so it seemed on second 
thought. I didn’t find our communication quite as satisfac-
tory as my uncle sometimes did.

We took our leave then, my uncle’s eyes misting over 
from his feelings about Stevenson—and perhaps because 
he believed he’d found, in me, a companionable creature, 
ambling by his side.

For my part, I gleaned that, when it came to literature 
and its readers and writers, it was hard to know where one 
left off and the other began. Or maybe I learned how a life 
lived through books could be put to use.

TATIANA GORBACHEVA

Floating, 2011
Oil on Canvas, 14 x 18 in

Stephen Woodhams is a former editor of The Short Story 

Review, and a contributing editor to Chicago Quarterly Re-

view and phren-Z. His work has appeared in Transfer, Fiction 

Monthly, and the San Francisco Chronicle. His essay “The 

Emperor and the Mayor” appears in My Postwar Life, a recent 

anthology of Japanese and Okinawan literature.

editorial note art credit rule should be: if on side, then in gutter.  if underneath, 
then at same baseline as text page blue line, raise art image above it.editorial note



CATAMARAN  1 07106  CATAMARAN

C
O

U
R

E
S

Y
 T

H
E

 A
R

T
IS

T

PETER NEIL CARROLL

Destiny

She did not know what she was thinking
during the dark hours she waited
until her husband began to snore.
That gave her permission. Slipping
from bed, she grabbed her hooded coat,
fur-lined boots, unlocked the storm door
to face the icy stars.
 
She had no intention, swaying
on the rope swing, hoping
a comet would burn up the sky.
When that didn’t happen
she took it as an omen
anyway, certain she would perish
in the cold Midwestern night
if she didn’t leave at once for California.

That’s the first story she told me.
I knew at last where I’d wind up.

TATIANA GORBACHEVA

Approach, 2011
Oil on Canvas, 14 x 18 in

Peter Neil Carroll’s third collection of poetry, Fracking Dakota 

(Turning Point), will be published in 2015. Earlier books in-

clude, A Child Turns Back to Wave: Poetry of Lost Places 

(Press Americana, 2012) which won the Prize Americana from 

the Institute for American Popular Culture and Riverborne: 

A Mississippi Requiem.
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Sadakichi  
and America 

A case of  
taken identity

After all, not to create only, or found only,
But to bring, perhaps from afar, 

what is already founded,
To give it our own identity, average, limitless, free;

To fill the gross, the torpid bulk 
with vital religious fire;

Not to repel or destroy, so much as 
accept, fuse, rehabilitate;

To obey, as well as command—to 
follow, more than to lead;

These also are the lessons of our New World…

—Opening of “Song of the Exposition”  
by Walt Whitman, presented by him  

in proof sheet to Sadakichi Hartmann  
on their first meeting

N obody called him Carl, the name he shared with 
his father, Carl Herman Oskar Hartmann. To 
Walt Whitman he was “that Japanee.” To W. 

C. Fields he was “Catch-a-Crotchie,” “Itchy-Scratchy,” or 
“Hoochie-Coochie.” To the critic James Gibbons Huneker 
he was “a fusion of Jap and German, the ghastly experi-
ment of an Occidental on the person of an Oriental,” and 
years later John Barrymore would call him “a living freak 
presumably sired by Mephistopheles out of Madame But-
terfly.” A 1916 magazine profile (calling him “our weirdest 
poet”) insisted he was “much more Japanese than Ger-
man.” During World War II, because of his Japanese and 
German heritage, he was accused of being a spy, and he 
barely escaped internment. More recently, in 1978, schol-
ars Harry W. Lawton and George Knox, in their intro-
duction to his selected photography criticism, The Valiant 
Knights of Daguerre, presented him as “Sadakichi Hart-
mann (1867–1944), the Japanese-German writer and critic.” 
And so Hartmann is usually introduced, as if his ethnicity 
were the most important thing about him. But despite his 
ancestry Carl Sadakichi Hartmann was not Japanese or 
German—he was an American. He lived most of his life 
in the United States. He wrote what stood as the standard 
textbook on American art for decades. H. L. Mencken, of 
all people, got it right: “Hartmann is an exotic—half Ger-
man and half Japanese by birth,” he noted, “but thoroughly 
American under it all.”

Hartmann was born in 1867 in Desima, Nagasaki, of 
a Japanese mother and a German father shortly after the 
opening of Japan during the post-Edo Meiji period. But 
his mother died when he was still a toddler, and he left 
Japan in his father’s tow shortly afterward, never to return. 
Still, he retained an interest in Japanese art and culture 
throughout his life. He is said to have introduced haiku to 
America. Two years after publishing A History of American 
Art he followed up with Japanese Art. He became expert 
enough on the subject to be consulted by collectors of 
Japanese art. Recently I encountered Hartmann in an es-
say by Julia Meech in The Printer’s Eye: Ukiyo-e from the 
Grabhorn Collection (a book I produced for the Asian Art 
Museum in San Francisco). Meech writes:

Between 1937 and 1941, when [Judson D.] Metzgar 
was acting as agent for Tod Ford and his brother 
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Freeman, he sold the Grabhorns at least thirty-five 
prints, including a stunning Utamaro large-head 
portrait of a courtesan on an apricot mica ground. 
The asking price for the entire Ford group was 
$25,000, based on an appraisal by the art critic 
Sadakichi Hartmann

Hartmann’s “Japaneseness” was a fundamental aspect 
of his identity, not only because of his interest in Japanese 
culture but also because everyone kept reminding him of 
it. Japanese had visited America, and even settled in the 
port of Acapulco before the closing of Japan at the begin-
ning of the Edo period (as I described in my 1616: The 
World in Motion). But after the closing of Japan, that con-
nection was shut down, with the result that most Ameri-
cans had never seen a Japanese person (apart from a few 
rare shipwrecked individuals) until 1860, when two ships 
carrying Japanese diplomats landed in San Francisco. It 
was Japan’s first official diplomatic delegation to a West-
ern nation in nearly two and a half centuries. And it was 
only a couple of decades after that first contact that Sada-
kichi came to an America that had never seen anything  
like him.

Unlike those initial ambassadors, and most of the Japa-
nese immigrants who would follow, he arrived in America 
across the Atlantic. After the death of his mother he had 
been raised by his father’s family in Hamburg. There he 
attended private schools and received a solid European 
education. (By nine he had read the works of Goethe and 
Schiller.) As a result, Hartmann’s cultural foundation was 
strongly European. He was particularly interested in the 
theater. But around the time his father remarried, when 
Hartmann was thirteen, he was sent off to a naval acad-
emy. Later in life he would make several Atlantic crossings, 
but it is hard to imagine him a naval officer. He wasted 
little time in running away to Paris. Afterward he faced 
an enraged father who gave him $3 and packed him off to 
relatives in Philadelphia. Hartmann would describe them 
as a “plebian, philistine grand uncle and aunt.” According 
to Hartmann’s unpublished autobiography (in the archives 
of the UC Riverside library) he parted from his father with 
a mere handshake. They had little to do with each other 
thereafter. “Events like these,” he observed, “are not apt 
to foster filial piety.”

Maybe Hartmann’s estrangement from his father con-
tributed to his assuming his Japanese name rather than us-
ing the Western name they shared. But Sadakichi was not 
the only name he used. He also maintained several others. 
Among the pseudonyms under which he published were 
Caliban, Hogarth, Juvenal, Chrysanthemum, Innocent 
De La Salle, and even A. Chameleon. (Of Sidney Allan 
I will speak in a bit.) Gertrude Stein said, “Sadakichi is 
singular, never plural,” yet in many ways he was plural. 

“My father was a genuine freethinker; the rest of my fam-
ily were mildly Lutheran. My stepmother was a Catholic. 
One of my aunts a French Jewess. My mother presumably 
was a Buddhist,” he pointed out. “These influences shaped 
my early view point.”

Arriving in Hoboken in 1882 at the age of fourteen, 
Hartmann found no relatives or their agents there to meet 
him, and he made his own way to Philadelphia. There he 
worked for a time in a printmaking shop and at other jobs, 
though at no time in his life did he excel at steady em-
ployment. He frequented libraries and bought many books. 
One of the booksellers suggested he visit Walt Whitman, 
who was just across the Delaware River in Camden. 

In November 1884, Hartmann paid a call. He was 
seventeen; the good gray poet was sixty-five. Lacking a fa-
ther in his life, the teenager imprinted strongly on the old 
man. The two met often. “The depth of the relationship 
between the young Hartmann and the old Whitman,” says 
scholar Jane Calhoun Weaver, “was apparently astonish-
ingly deep.” Hartmann’s relationship with Whitman, she 
says, “adds credibility to the notion that Hartmann’s zeal-
ous Americanism sprang from the purest source imagin-
able in the late nineteenth century, the crooning poetry of 
Walt Whitman’s native songs.”

Hartmann wrote of that first visit: “There was noth-
ing overwhelming to me in Whitman’s face, but I liked 
it at once for its healthy manliness. It seemed to me a 
spiritually deepened image of contemporary Americans: 
an ideal laborer, as the Americans are really a nation of 
laborers.” Hartmann said that Whitman was the most im-
portant person in his life, next to his mother (whom he 
barely knew). “I am bound to thee forever, thy works were 
to me, except Love and Nature, the grandest lessons of my 
life,” he wrote in an early poem. He made careful note of 
the poet’s pronouncements and casual remarks, which he 

would publish a few years later in the New York Herald. 
The publication irritated the poet and most of his circle, 
since some of the comments were impolitic and not meant 
for public consumption. Whitman called the comments 
Hartmann reported “the projected camel of his imagina-
tion.” Friends of the poet accused Hartmann of fabricating 
the quotes. He insisted that he had not, and he would go 
on to write about his recollections of Whitman on several 
more occasions.

He got in trouble too for his attempt to start a Walt 
Whitman Society in Boston, where he had relocated  
in 1887.

I dreamt of having a huge sign in gold lettering 
across my bay window announcing “The Walt 
Whitman Society.” Of course I would also rent 
the lower floor. We would have a reading room, a 
Whitmanea department, lectures, classes, and many 
other wonderful things. And I, of course, would be 
the curator of this self-created establishment.

Unfortunately, he appointed officers to his society 
without informing either them or others. When he con-
vened the first meeting, it did not go well, and the society 
fizzled. Hartmann was too young, too impecunious, and 
too advanced and European in his literary tastes for Boston 
society. His attempt to introduce Bostonians to the works 
of Ibsen, for example, also ended in failure.

Despite these sorts of annoyances, Whitman seems 
to have retained an affection for Hartmann. “I have more 
hopes of him, more faith in him than any of the boys,” 
he told his confidant Horace Traubel. He bequeathed his 
personal copy of the 1876 edition of Leaves of Grass to 
Hartmann. “They all seem to regard him as a humbug—
or if not that, a sensationalist anyhow, or an adventurer. I 
can’t see it that way. I expect good things of him—extra 
good things.” George Knox and Harry Lawton, who were 
responsible for reawakening interest in Hartmann a few 
decades after his death, identified the impact Whitman 
had on Hartmann:

Whitman was probably the most important single 
influence on the literary career of Sadakichi 
Hartmann. It was not so much that Whitman 

affected Hartmann’s style of writing as that he 
influenced the literary pose which Hartmann 
adopted toward the world. As an impressionable 
youth in Philadelphia, Hartmann closely observed 
Whitman’s stance and attempted to emulate some 
aspects of it, refining those qualities which he 
borrowed until he developed his own posture as 
a literary figure. What remained, however, was 
Hartmann’s reliance on Whitman’s techniques of 
self-promotion, a belief in democracy despite his 
tendency toward seeing art as primarily for the 
elite, the use of press-agentry methods pioneered by 
Whitman, and an assertive Bohemianism traceable 
to Whitman.

But just as Hartmann had multiple identities, so he 
had multiple mentors. After selling his library, he returned 
to Europe in 1885. At that time he still thought of Europe 
as home. It was the first of four trips he would make to the 
continent over the next eight years. There he attended 
theater performances, visited art galleries, and called on 
literary figures, including Stephane Mallarmé, whom he 
would meet in 1893, and with whom he would keep up a 
correspondence; he could lay claim to being the first to 
introduce Symbolist poetry to the u.s. He ended up in 
Munich, where he attached himself to its leading literary 
figure, Paul Heyse, who would be awarded the Nobel Prize 
in 1910. (Hartmann kept in contact with Heyse over the 
intervening years. After Heyse received the Nobel, Hart-
mann, in an echo of his experience with Whitman, would 
cause a strain in his relationship with his former mentor 
by publishing remarks attributed to him.) Despite winning 
the Nobel—one of the judges said that “Germany has not 
had a greater literary genius since Goethe”—Heyse is little 
remembered today, though some of his stories, poems, lie-
der, and translations from Italian are occasionally praised. 
Classically trained, he was the leader of a rearguard action 
against naturalism and other new directions in the arts. 
In most ways his writing could not be less like Whitman’s. 
When Hartmann sought to introduce Heyse to the works 
of Whitman, Heyse remarked that he preferred flowers to 
leaves of grass. Hartmann was torn between mentors, and 
between continents. In the end, he chose America, where, 
as the turn of the century approached, he developed a  
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PUSHPA MACFARLANE

Nakama, 1980
Batik: wax-resist hand dye on cotton fabric, 18 x 24 in

PUSHPA MACFARLANE

Girl in the Mirror, 1980
Batik: wax-resist hand dye on cotton fabric, 19 x 19 in
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Calling Whitman “a voice in the wilderness,” Hart-
mann complained that “the artists have taken no heed of it. 
Only men like Winslow Homer and Thomas Eakins have 
endorsed it to a certain extent with their work in the art 
of painting, and at the same time have strong, frank, and 
decided ways of expressing something American.”

Soon Hartmann himself would explore the Ameri-
can heartland and, eventually, relocate west. The indirect 
cause was his association with Alfred Stieglitz. When the 
two men met in 1898, Hartmann was the better known 
and established, but Stieglitz quickly asserted himself. 
Sharing interests in art and photography and a connection 
to Germany, the two men established a rapport. Stieglitz 
considered Hartmann’s writings on art of the highest value, 
and he cited Hartmann as his most important influence in 
the years between 1898 and 1907. In June of 1898, Hart-
mann published “An Art Critic’s Estimate of Alfred Stieg-
litz” in The Photographic Times. In October his first essay 
in Camera Notes, the photographic journal of the Camera 
Club of New York, which was then edited by Stieglitz, ap-
peared. It was titled “A Few Reflections on Amateur and 
Artistic Photography.” Hartmann soon became a leading 
advocate for the recognition of photography as a fine art. 
In 1904, when Stieglitz resigned as editor to organize his 
landmark “Photo-Secession” and launched Camera Work, 
the most historically important publication devoted to art 
photography, he made Hartmann one of the mainstays 
of the magazine. No one wrote more or better articles for 
Camera Work than Hartmann, but he bristled at Stieg-
litz’s imperious control of the Photo-Secessionist move-
ment. In 1904, he wrote a letter informing Stieglitz that 
he had “simply got tired of your dictatorship.” The breach 
continued until 1908, when Hartmann, typically short of 
funds, wrote asking Stieglitz to “lend a helping hand for 
old time’s sake.” He resumed writing for the magazine 
through 1912.

The break with Stieglitz may have precipitated some 
kind of emotional response in Hartmann, or he may sim-
ply have been looking for a new source of income. In any 
case, he began to publish at that time under the name 

“Sidney Allan.” The last name was probably an homage to 
Edgar Allan Poe, an American poet much beloved by the 
French intellectual set that Hartmann hoped to connect 
with avant-garde America. But Sidney Allan, unlike Sada-

kichi Hartmann, was not really in the artistic vanguard. 
Nor was he merely a pseudonym. Hartmann fashioned 
a complete new persona for Allan. He bedecked himself 
with a monocle, derby hat, and three-piece suit. Sidney 
Allan’s publications on photography far outnumber Hart-
mann’s. While Sadakichi Hartmann wrote penetrating 
articles about vanguard art, Sidney Allan wrote practical 
guidance for aspiring photographers. While Hartmann 
wrote for the coastal urban cognoscenti, Allan was much 
beloved by the heartland. In his Allan persona Hartmann 
toured the country giving lectures. Allan’s standard lec-
ture was on the topic “good taste and common sense.” He 
made quite an impression. “The photographers worship 
the ground over which Allan walks,” enthused a reporter 
from the Des Moines Register and Leader in the paper’s 
October 5, 1906, edition about Allan’s appearance at the 
Iowa State Photographic Convention. “He is harsh and 
brutal at times in his criticism, but he hits the nail on the 
head every time.”

While Allan was captivating the heartland, Hartmann 
was conquering radical New York. In 1915 most of the 
magazine Greenwich Village was devoted to (or written 
by) Hartmann. The magazine anointed him “the King 
of Bohemia.” His pranks and outrages were legendary 
(and amount to something of a distraction in trying to 
understand the man and his accomplishments). “During 
my lifetime there have been hundreds of claimants to the 
throne of bohemia,” said Kenneth Rexroth, “but no one 
who could compare with Sadakichi.” It almost seemed that 
Sidney Allan’s conservatism pushed Sadakichi Hartmann 
to new extremes.

In 1912, in one of his last essays for Camera Work, Hart-
mann championed the infant motion picture medium not 
as an entertainment for the masses but as an art form. He 
had written about motion pictures before, as early as 1898. 
He correctly predicted the coming of color, sound, and 
home movies. Now, in “The Esthetic Significance of the 
Motion Picture,” taking advantage of his experiences as 
Sidney Allan, he wrote that “people in the larger cities can 
hardly imagine what this entertainment means to town 
and village populations. It is cheap and within the reach of 
all. And it is in many communities the one regular amuse-
ment that is offered. A town of six thousand inhabitants 
will easily support three to four houses with continuous 

literary and bohemian persona modeled largely on Whit-
man. In 1894 he became an American citizen.

Hartmann built a precarious career as a freelance writer. 
His literary efforts brought him a meager income. He spent 
Christmas 1893 in jail for his “erotic play” Christ—called 
by New York’s The Sun “the most daring of all decadent 
productions”—which was judged obscene in Boston. (The 
New England Society for the Suppression of Vice made 
a show of publicly burning copies of the play.) His most 
ambitious theatrical efforts often met with crushing rejec-
tion. In 1902 he would attempt “A Trip to Japan in Sixteen 
Minutes,” a performance piece presented at New York The-
atre on Broadway that was described as a “melody in odors.” 
Hartmann was well versed in the synesthetic affectations 
of decadent French poetry; unfortunately, he was ignorant 
of the chemical and technological issues in the manufac-
ture of aromas. He attempted to fill the theater with vari-
ous scents with the aid of giant electric fans. Although the 
performance was planned to run sixteen minutes, it only 
lasted four. By that point “the audience stamped, cheered 
derisively,” a reporter wrote, “and began to pour out of the 
theater.” And later, in San Francisco, Hartmann revived 
the notion of staging Ibsen. He decided to present Ghosts, 
and he hatched a plan to light a real fire outside the play’s 
venue, a mansion on Russian Hill, to coincide with a fire 
in the second act. Predictably, the fire got out of control, 
Hartmann was again arrested, and he was prohibited from 
putting on further performances in the city.

He had better success as an art critic, the role in which 
he would mainly support himself for three decades. In 
fact, Jane Calhoun Weaver asserts that “few writers were 
as important to the art of the United States at the end 
of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twenti-
eth century as Sadakichi Hartmann…. A reading of the 
1890–1915 era in American art is virtually impossible with-
out recourse to Hartmann’s writings. From the beginning 
Hartmann demonstrated a remarkable ability to identify 
the artists and ideas that would become the primary fo-
cus of twentieth-century American art.” As a boy in Ham-
burg, Hartmann had received an excellent education in 
European art. He was blessed with a discerning eye. A 
contemporaneous painter, E. E. Simmons, made a fair 
appraisal: “Hartmann may be capricious and malicious, 
and rather careless at times, but he is, after all, the only 

critic we have who knows a good picture when he sees it 
and who is not afraid of expressing his opinion.” He helped 
to introduce artists such as Paul Gauguin, August Rodin, 
Maurice Denis, Henri Matisse, and Félicien Rops to u.s. 
audiences. “As an art critic, he was the most astute of his 
time in America,” in the judgment of Kenneth Rexroth, 

“and spotted the right people, from Winslow Homer and 
Ryder to Marin, Maurer, and Weber, long before anybody 
else.” Among other American artists he was one of the first 
to champion were Robert Henri, George Luks, Thomas 
Eakins, and Marsden Hartley.

Besides his knowledge and eye for art, Hartmann had 
another advantage that is uncommon in the art world: he 
could write well. He was hired as a roving reporter for 
Samuel McClure’s first American newspaper syndicate, 
under whose auspices he traveled to Paris in the winter 
of 1892–93, where he met such artists as Whistler, Monet, 
and Maurice Maeterlinck (who would win a Nobel Prize 
in 1911, the year after Hartmann’s Munich mentor, Paul 
Heyse). On returning to Boston he launched a magazine 
called The Art Critic. He traveled up and down the East-
ern Seaboard selling subscriptions, and among the approx-
imately 750 subscriptions appear the names of many lead-
ing artists and critics. The magazine’s editorial perspective 
was strongly influenced by the European Symbolist move-
ment. Unfortunately, it lasted only three issues, folding 
after the fiasco of his presentation of Christ in Boston. In 
1902 he cobbled together many of his writings (his forte 
was the short essay) into A History of American Art, which 
would remain a standard textbook on the subject through 
the early decades of the twentieth century. (His The Whis-
tler Book is actually his best book-length work on art.) De-
spite his familiarity with avant-garde currents in European 
art and literature, in his History, as elsewhere, Hartmann 
championed an assertively American art. In doing so, he 
quoted a version of these lines from Leaves of Grass:

Others may praise what they like;
But I, from the banks of the running Missouri, 

praise
nothing in art or aught else,
Til it has breathed well the atmosphere of this river—
also the western prairie scent,
And fully exudes it again.
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performances of three reels each.” His championing of 
motion pictures as an art form echoes his earlier battles 
on behalf of photography. “Readers may ask whether I take 
these pictures seriously and whether I see any trace of art 
in them,” he wrote. “Yes,” he answered, “honestly, I do.” 
Hartmann was less interested in the medium’s narrative 
potential than in its visual effects: “It is generally not the 
story which interests me but the expression of mere inci-
dents, a rider galloping along a mountain path, a hand-
some woman with hair and skirts fluttering in the wind, 
the rushing water of a stream, the struggle of two desperate 
men in some twilight atmosphere.”

In 1916 he decided to move west. He was seeking relief 
from a serious case of asthma, and also removing himself 
from a failed marriage and a less than satisfactory working 
relationship with Stieglitz. He ended up in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area, where he connected with the bohemian 
scene that centered around George Sterling and Jack Lon-
don. In 1923 he moved to Los Angeles, where he became 
Hollywood correspondent for the English magazine The 
Curtain. He continued to lecture and write but produced 
mostly light journalistic work (an exception was an insight-
ful essay on Sergei Eisenstein). He appeared in 1924 in 
The Thief of Bagdad, starring Douglas Fairbanks, in which 
Hartmann was cast as the Court Magician. But his alco-
holism and independent spirit made him unreliable and 
undesirable as a character actor.

Still a flamboyant figure despite poor health, he 
hooked up with the Hollywood rat pack of the day, a circle 
that centered around Douglas Fairbanks, John Barrymore, 
the painter John Decker, W. C. Fields, and others. They 
admired him as a somewhat comical and rather pathetic 
Pierrot whose stories of his association with figures such as 
Whitman, Mallarmé, and Stieglitz were not to be credited. 
This image was popularized by Gene Fowler in his Min-
utes of the Last Meeting, which describes the group’s an-
tics while purporting to be a profile of Hartmann. Fowler 
captures the wild and crazy figure Hartmann cut at the 
time, but he shows scant interest in his subject’s actual 
accomplishments.

Hartmann spent the last years of his life in a shack 
he built on the Morongo Indian Reservation in Banning, 
California, on property belonging to his daughter Wis-
taria Hartmann Linton, who was married to a Cahuilla 

cattle rancher. Some people probably figured him for an 
Indian. You can’t get more American than that. He relied 
on small donations from people like Ezra Pound, who had 
not forgotten him. He died in 1944 while visiting another 
daughter in Florida.

Identity is a kind of negotiation an individual makes 
with society. Hartmann refashioned his identity multiple 
times. At times to different audiences he presented more 
than one identity simultaneously. Who was Sadakichi 
Hartmann? In the end he had found perhaps his most 
enduring identity in one of the last roles he played—the 
Court Magician. That was an exotic role; Hartmann man-
aged to be both exotic and fiercely American. He signaled 
the advent of an increasingly multicultural America.

If you search for “Sadakichi Hartmann Dances” on 
YouTube, you will find a short film clip that gives a sense 
of his expressive presence. After that you can also watch 
on the same site Fairbanks’s Thief of Bagdad. “Be sure 
to see it,” Kenneth Rexroth advised. “It’s Hollywood at 
its best, and Sadakichi plays himself. He doesn’t look as 
though he’d even used any makeup, and the Hollywood-
ized Oriental robes are the clothes he always should have 
been able to wear. They robe his vision of himself, for 
that’s what he was: court magician to two generations of 
American intellectuals.”

Sadakichi Hartman as the court magician  
in The Thief of Bagdad, 1924

Thomas Christensen, nonfiction editor of Catamaran Literary 

Reader and formerly executive editor of the trade book pub-

lishing company Mercury House, has published more than 

twenty books as author, editor, or translator. His two most 

recent books, 1616: The World in Motion and Landscape 

with Yellow Birds (a translation of the poetry of José Ángel 

Valente), were both nominated for Northern California Book 

Awards. 1616, a global overview of the early modern world, 

was named one of the best history books of its season by 

Publishers Weekly. His River of Ink: Literature, History, Art, 

from which the present essay is excerpted, will be published 

in December by Counterpoint Press. He is currently working 

on a book-length study of Sadakichi Hartmann.
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ROSE SELLERY

Sucker, 2009
Cast Sugar, 9.5 x 5.5 x 4.5 in

MICHAEL S. HARPER

S U G A R  
(for your 

wedding)

You were a junior in high school
(staying with me—no hotel fare)

I knew your parents
who’d met at Gustavus as undergrads

You were their firstborn
A boy with a biblical name

A boy with attitude
who did not swim—did not want to—ever

You found some tutelage in Kinshasa
(sent me a framed photo à la Grant Wood)

And now
to your folks’ home in St. Peter,

I’m sending your nuptial check for $100—
only sugar I could ever stand in my coffee!

Michael S. Harper is the author of two National Book Award-

nominated collections of poetry, Dear John, Dear Coltrane 

and Images of Kin. His Songlines in Michaeltree: New and 

Collected Poems was published in 2000. He is a profes-

sor at Brown University and was the first Poet Laureate of 

Rhode Island. In 2008 he won the Frost Medal for Lifetime 

Achievement from the Poetry Society of America. 
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ROSE SELLERY

Broken Dreams, 2012
Reconstructed Tempered Glass, 8.5 x 7.5 x 3.5 in

JOSEPH MILLAR

Lovesick

Why don’t you just say one of your prayers,
she sighs on the way to the airport

passing through the Virginia hills,
something hidden and dazed in her look

like Dylan’s corrosive voice
smoldering out of the radio.

When we stop to stretch
in a grove of dark pines

she looks like she’s trying
to remember something

standing beside the fender
and bending the wing-mirror over:

I look okay in this gray light, she says
no one can see my crow’s feet.

I can’t decide if she’s flirting with me
or trying to pick a fight.

What if I tell her I’m not afraid
of her riddles and midnight rages?

What if I hand her these scrawny violets
and just say, Get back in the car?

Joseph Millar’s most recent collection is Blue Rust (Carnegie-

Mellon, 2012). His work has won fellowships from the NEA 

and the Guggenheim Foundation. He teaches in Pacific 

University’s low residency MFA and lives in Raleigh, NC
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ROSE SELLERY

Gray Haired Mules, 2012
Cast acrylic, gray hair, wire, steel, screws, rhinestones

4” x 9” x 5”—each shoe

ROSE SELLERY

Union of Two Soles, 2010
Wool, Steel, Rubber, Wood, Ribbon,  

and Decorative Trim, 25 x 4.75 x 5.25 in
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DANIELLA WOOLF

Bundle 4315, 2014
Paper and Thread, 8.5 x 8.5 x 1.5 in

AÍFE MURRAY

Bound and  
Stitched 

Books as  
a life and  

death matter

W hen you’re on a nonfiction reading streak, 
you somehow don’t question it. For me it 
started with Margalit Fox’s The Riddle of 

the Labyrinth. I was fascinated by Fox’s resuscitation of 
Alice Kober, the little-known linguist who laid the pains-
taking groundwork for the decipherment of Linear B. 
Margalit Fox’s vocation is the “rescuing of lost souls” like 
Kober, as she is lead obituary writer for The New York Times. 
That’s an occupation I’ve harbored a secret desire for, and 
in my own way I practiced it, when I exhumed stories of 
the household staff who once worked for Emily Dickinson. 
At this moment, though, with my small tower of nonfiction 
deliciously perched on the round copper table in the living 
room, I was the one who needed to get lost. I demanded 
rescue from souls going missing. I picked up Labyrinth 
and was happily captured from page one.

* * *

“Allan,” I said when he walked in on Sunday morning with 
his book bag slung over his bony right shoulder. He stood 
on my living room rug in his stocking feet, his army-green 
T-shirt hanging loose from his shoulders like drying laun-
dry pinned to a line.

“Well, then,” he said, smiling in that slant way that 
meant what have you got new, his hand out, palm up, urg-
ing me to say more or put a book in it. I waited for him to 
sit down. He always chose a corner of the couch, folding 
his large frame into the smallest possible space. I bounced 
down next to him, in the wide center of the couch. Be-
cause I had to. Big motion. Noise to balance his quiet. I 
welcomed him the way a large dog might.

He eyed my stack of books, most of them covered by 
thin cellophane with which the library wraps its cloth-
bound books. These were titles I couldn’t hang on to if I 
grew attached. I liked it that way. The anonymous shar-
ing. Turning a page to find the slipped-in photograph of 
a Bulgarian man in traditional hat, slightly blurry; or the 
previous reader’s check-out list topped by The Merry Mi-
sogynist by Colin Cotterill. “How could you?” I thought, 
speaking to my predecessor. “And the new J. K. Rowling,” 
I said reprovingly. I scolded in my head, but I was excited 
by these traces of someone else in “my books.” I suppose 
it was much the same way men felt at the baths, before 
the city closed them down in the 1980s, when bodies were 
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rections. When she laughs at something really daft, she 
leans her forehead into the heel of her hand. Like a blot-
ter that rolls a signature dry, she rocks her forehead from 
side to side, and for emphasis, with the other hand, pulls 
hanks of her hair. Now, she was a bit more tired than 
before. Sometimes oxygen was needed, so she wouldn’t 
cough while we talked, and we’d wheel it with us into 
the library. On my card I checked out a half-dozen Span-
ish novels for her along with some light fare from Alexan-
der McCall Smith. He was the mindless reading when a 
full day of tests and doctor follow-ups made her head too 
fuzzy for Spanish. Cara Black was another. I piled up the 
three more I had at home and brought them to the hospi-
tal once she told me she liked Black’s Murder in the Rue  
de Paradis.

A woman detective in the African Bush. Murder mys-
teries set in Paris. Series that would continue, from book 
to book, with their intricate, fine spooling, inch by sus-
penseful inch. Lita was ravenous for story, for falling into 
someone else’s narrative, now that so little was left of her 
own. “My case is pretty textbook.” She’d read every jour-
nal, looked carefully at the pet scans on her computer 
before meeting with the radiologist and all of her other 
specialists. Like Cara Black’s protagonist Aimée LeDuc, 
she was quick-witted and brave, knew where to look and 
what to look for. Lita often watched our brains work to 
deduce what she had reasoned long before. She loved the 
novels of Roberto Bolaño, but his 2666 was too highbrow 
for me even in English. I couldn’t keep up with Lita, but 
it made me happy to try.

If I wasn’t on this nonfiction streak (and hadn’t lent all 
the Cara Blacks to Lita), some engrossing murder myster-
ies might have suited. I’d ordered a slew of novels (includ-
ing Kushner’s Flamethrowers and Atkinson’s Life after Life). 
They were added to my pile. I kept renewing them but not 
opening them. Michael found me a softcover reviewer’s 
advance copy of Adichie’s Americanah, and then, by mis-
take, brought it home in hardback from the library-steps 
sale. I didn’t touch those either. Instead I threw The Living 
Mountain in my bag and headed to the fourteenth floor 
of the hospital.

The next day, Tuesday, I shot Allan a brief message 
telling him I had been to the hospital to say goodbye to Lita.

“I’m sitting with you,” he wrote back.

“Sweet company,” I replied, and signed off “xo.”
On Wednesday morning, by the time I woke, she was 

gone. We had a small service at 7:30 by her bed. In the 
parking garage, four of us made arrangements to return 
all the library books Lita had checked out on every one of 
our cards in two different cities. In my daypack I was car-
rying around a slim book of poetry by Susan Howe called 
Souls of the Labadie Tract. Allan had given it to me five 
years earlier. Maybe I’d understand why if I opened the 
cover. I didn’t.

That Friday Michael took Allan to the hospital for a 
complicated procedure to see if a repeat test would reveal 
anything about his stomach pain. It felt futile, but this was 
the next step in a series of question marks and shaking 
heads and wringing hands.

I tapped “Cheryl Strayed Tiny Beautiful Things”—a 
compilation of her “Dear Sugar” online advice columns—
into the library catalog the following Monday. I picked it 
up the next afternoon. Every night when I came home, 
whether I went to the hospital that day or not, I was pulled 
into one of Dear Sugar’s tender, wise letters. I could, curled 
up on my couch, get teary-eyed about someone else’s an-
guish. I read each night until my head was bent forward 
and hurting, waking me, or until it lolled backward. Most 
days I shifted from couch to bed by nine.

The first time the library put aside Finding George 
Orwell in Burma, I only read ten pages before it was due 
back for the next person in the hold line. I’d read enough 

shared, anonymously, and traces lingered from someone 
else’s pleasure.

Allan, on the other hand, needed to own books, to live 
in a library, because at any moment of day or night—espe-
cially night—what if he needed to think about something 
Nancy Scheper-Hughes said because of something that 
Adorno wrote, or to consult Auden? He was hunched for-
ward on the couch waiting for me to tell him what I was 
excited about in this stack of books.

“The Riddle of the Labyrinth.” I couldn’t keep still. I 
shifted back and forth on the seat next to him. “It’s about 
Linear B.” He nodded. No need to explain, ever. He took 
the book in his wide hands. Does anyone have fingers 
quite that long? Palms so wide? Made to hold books like 
one of those wooden stands they use in libraries that make 
it easy to consult the dictionary. He read the back, turning 
it reverently, as he’d done with thousands of books.

He’d come with a book bag, now curled beside his 
pigeon-toed stocking feet. In it were always four or five 
books along with his hardbound notebook and fountain 
pen. At least two would be poetry. Maybe this time it was 
A. R. Ammons and Anne Carson’s Red doc>. There would 
be a post-postcolonial book or something in cultural stud-
ies and maybe a South Asian novel by an author Michael 
had turned him on to. I couldn’t leave Allan alone to read 
the books he brought while waiting for Michael to get 
ready for their hike. Getting ready was more than filling 
the water bottle and grabbing pieces of fruit and cheese. 
It meant Michael pulling several books from the shelves 
in the next room first.

“Did I show you this?” he asked Allan, standing in the 
doorway of the double parlor, his dark hairy hand holding 
up the bright yellow-and-orange cover of Open City by 
Teju Cole.

I was pleased because I had read Open City first and 
recommended it to Michael. The narrator is a flaneur 
wandering the streets of New York. Teenage Michael, 
with his friend Tim, often walked from one end of Man-
hattan Island to the other and back, talking feverishly 
all night and into dawn. Now, when he returns to New 
York as a visitor, ambling those same blocks, all the lay-
ered historical moments—his and the city’s—surface in a 
beautifully coherent tangle, just as they do for Teju Cole’s  
narrator.

“What else?” Allan said, looking at me as Michael 
placed Open City in his hands.

“I’m reading The Living Mountain by Nan Shepherd.” 
I added, “who spent her whole life living and walking in 
the Cairngorm Mountains.”

“Oh yeah?” Allan said softly, rippling with pleasure, and 
bent his whole narrow torso forward—awkwardly, because 
one of his arm joints was impinged upon by a long-ago 
infection—to pick up the Shepherd from the copper table. 
It had taken me a while to find it. When I couldn’t get the 
book in the local library and the library couldn’t get it from 
the college libraries up and down the state, I had AbeBooks 
mail me one of the two copies findable in the u.s. Written 
in her youth, left in a drawer for decades, the slender book 
described Shepherd’s relationship with mountains she 
walked each day of her life. She had the kind of patience 
that comes from searching out changes that are eons in the 
making and respecting the mountain’s abrupt cataclysms. 
Like her, Allan never tired of treading the known trails, 
alert to difference. He thirsted for it. Once, in hospital de-
lirium, he asked, “Are we in the Sierras?”

He reluctantly placed The Living Mountain on the 
table when Michael announced himself ready by appear-
ing in the doorway with his green pack on his back. I liked 
Allan best in hiking boots, following his legs as his boots 
planted firmly on uneven ground. Michael smiled because 
they were leaving together. They didn’t yet know their des-
tination, and that was part of the deal. Allan smiled back as 
he stood up. “Well, then,” he said, “more to come.”

Lita was dying. We knew that, and Allan made sure to 
ask about her, stopping on the landing before he walked 
down the stairs. There wasn’t much to say. I was glad he 
asked, but I also felt like I needed a shield to ward off the 
pricks of pain. It came at me from surprising places, like 
when I was a child and my mother fit me for a dress. It 
was impossible to slip the half-finished thing over my head 
without getting stabbed by pins holding together unfin-
ished seams. I never knew when and where they would get 
me. Some days, with Lita, I could ward it off. Ordered my 
mind to go elsewhere. I still hadn’t metabolized Charlie’s 
death. Pretended he was, as usual, strolling along West 
Cliff watching the sea. I could do that. I did.

When I spent time with Lita it was like before: her 
acerbic humor; her short gray-blond hair spiked in all di-

In the parking garage, four 
of us made arrangements 

to return all the library 
books Lita had checked 
out on every one of our 

cards in two different cities.
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Cut Out 4397, 2013
Journaling, Watercolor and Cut Paper, 8.5 x 11 in

of Emma Larkin’s book to know that I needed more back-
ground in Orwell before I borrowed it again, so I ordered 
Burmese Days. Larkin’s claim is that Burmese Days, Ani-
mal Farm, and 1984 form a trilogy about modern Burma. 
But what stuck in my head, from those first pages, was 
the fragile conditions for books in a tropical country of 
readers. The first Burmese man Larkin meets with has a 
fortune: 1,000 books, each one wrapped individually and 
kept in trunks as insurance against mold and the march 
of paper-hungry insects.

John Flory, the protagonist in Burmese Days, who is 
isolated in a far-flung post at the edge of the jungle, says 
the need to talk is the greatest of all needs. We understand 
him to mean the kind of talk where there is a meeting 
of minds. He is deprived of any of it by the remoteness 
and the rot that eats away, like book-eating tropical insects, 
at the foundations of Britain’s imperialist project. Talk-
ing was something we were denied, Allan and I, as he 
swept up on the shores of pain and receded again. All 
the apparatus of oxygen and flexible tube and high silver 
barricades of the hospital bed robbed us of the proximity 
that coaxes intimate conversation. Burmese Days trifled 
with my nonfiction-reading streak. It was the first novel 
in months. It sneaked in because it had to, and that made 
me both sad and happy.

Michael went to the hospital every day. He could be 
counted on to choose the right books, and brought Allan 

“crap” (his word) to read because the medications made it 
impossible for Allan to wrap his mind around theory. But 
he did want Basho. His wife was dispatched, and then his 

sister, to search the house for the volume of Basho he had 
just bought. A new edition or translation. But where was 
it? His house is up in the hills, a three-bedroom ski-chalet-
like place, big enough, or nearly so, for his 14,000 books. 
In a bathroom closet are piles of poetry. In the shed, where 
the boxes are neatly categorized, one carton I noticed is 
labeled “male beat poets.” In the back room, meant by 
anyone else to be their master bedroom, his homemade 
bookcases on every available wall are filled several levels 
deep. The books that don’t fit on shelves, in stacked, load-
ed boxes, are devoted to analytical philosophy, liberation 
studies, ethnic and racial theory, literary criticism, music 
and art, cultural studies, Jewish thought. Every book writ-
ten by Alain Badiou—and anyone else, for that matter—
Allan has. I wasn’t sure who Badiou was as I read his name 
on spine after spine. “No one left out. No one left behind,” 
is Allan’s approach to his social justice work. It’s the phrase 
in the signature of every e-mail he sends from his health 
education office on campus. He reads like that too.

I spied a Geertz title I didn’t know on a high shelf 
in the guest room closet—several anthropology books by 
and about Geertz, in fact. Allan told me to read Geertz’s 

“Deep Play” when I was busily uncovering the story of Em-
ily Dickinson’s maid. I don’t know, even after finishing the 
article, if I fully understand how it related to what I was 
working on, but I was glad to have been pushed out and 
beyond. In this room and every other room, everything 
is stacked or boxed or shelved in findable categories. He 
knows where everything is. Except Basho.

The fourteenth floor of the hospital is where you go 
to die. Lita died there on a Wednesday morning at 4:00 
a.m., peacefully, while her husband repeated the names of 
everyone who loved her. The list was inexhaustible. There, 
too, Allan came quietly into a room, and slipped away 
from us. It was the middle of the night. His wife and sister 
were asleep beside him when that indomitable spirit lifted 
and left. At 2:00 a.m. we raced back to the hospital we’d 
departed from four hours earlier.

A week later Michael and I spent the day with Allan’s 
books. Friends had come and taken some of them, but 
not the esoteric stuff—the deep, dense books where his 
mind had once dwelled happily. In his living room shelves 
I came across Material Christianity: Religion and Popular 
Culture in America by Colleen McDannell, and was de-

The first Burmese 
man Larkin meets 
with has a fortune: 
1,000 books, each one 
wrapped individually.
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lighted that such a book existed. There was something else, 
another university press book, Cambridge or Harvard or 
Chicago, about death.

“Oh, this could really help me right now,” I thought, 
but when I opened it I kept coming across references to 
Heidegger, and I knew that Heidegger was not going to 
help me that week. Allan’s wife and sister made sure we 
left with some books. It was hard to take them and hard 
not to take them.

I found Basho. Two, in fact. Narrow Road to the Inte-
rior and Basho’s Haiku (Barnhill’s edition). I took both, not 
knowing which was the one Allan had been seeking in his 
last weeks. I took them with me to a cabin that clings to a 
high bluff on the Sonoma Coast. I had finished Burmese 
Days and was digging back into Larkin’s Finding George 
Orwell in Burma. It’s brilliant, I thought. I’m jealous about 
what she brought off. 

I had spent a week there thirty years ago: early days, 
it now turns out, in Burma’s total grip by an oppressive 
military regime. I sat in my chair in the window that looks 
out on a river bluff, thinking about the Israeli who gave 
us a ride in the blackest of nights after an overnight train 
ride north from Rangoon dumped us in the middle of no-
where. We had no idea how we would push on, but it was 
a relief to watch the train pull away after spending hours 
under blared lights and train speakers emitting unrelent-
ing, deafening propaganda. Only the deaf and truly ex-
hausted slept. Days later we bounced across the hardpan of 
Burma’s sun-bleached interior on the wooden slat-boards 
of a 1940s school bus, eating sweet potatoes, hoping to get 
to the border before being thrown in jail.

 Finding George Orwell in Burma is about finding his 
books in the place that made them. Locating story and 
place; locating a man and his reading. Like Orwell, surely, 
John Flory thirsted to talk with someone about what he 
really saw. He was a curious man fascinated by Burmese 
life. He wanted to befriend and know it and discuss the 
contradictions of being a sahib in this place oppressed by 
his kind. He embraced it yet was clear-eyed, this character 
who recognizes talk as need.

Michael was sitting beside me reading as I recalled our 
own Burmese days. There had been the cab driver who 
drove us from the airport in a 1956 Chevrolet. By the time 
he deposited us at a Rangoon guest house, our trade, of 

Johnnie Walker Red Label and a carton of cigarettes, left 
us with all the Burmese currency we would need. The 
fog was sweeping up the river and wrapping the cabin 
in cotton wool. All that penetrated was the sound of a 
cow lowing on the opposite shore. Larkin described a time 
when, devastatingly, the Burmese educational system was 
dismantled: it had meant the end of critical thinking. It 
became impossible to have a conversation about what re-
ally mattered with someone who would appreciate all of 
the layers.

Into the silence of the cabin I said aloud, “I’d like to 
talk to Allan about this book.”

Michael didn’t say anything. My words hung in the air 
between us like something stretched taut that you know 
you mustn’t pull.

DANIELLA WOOLF

Sewn 8667, 2013
Sewn Paper, 14 x 6 x 4 in

Aífe Murray is a transdisciplinary writer interested in stories 

that have been erased. She writes across genres incorpo-

rating images, installation, maps, performance, and artists’ 

books. Her published writings include Maid as Muse: How 

Servants Changed Emily Dickson’s Life and Language and 

the hand-made artists books Art of Service. Stand Up and 

Be Counted, her current work-in-progress, is a literary non-

fiction book and digital mapping project about one white 

working class family’s response to acts of white supremacy 

and civil rights.
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Danae Mattes has exhibited her work in over seventeen solo 

exhibitions in California and Europe, including at the Sonoma 

Museum of Visual Art. Her recent exhibition was “Two Geolo-

gies,” a two-person show with Stephen De Staebler at Dolby 

Chadwick gallery in San Francisco. Her work is collected 

worldwide in private and public collections, including The 

San Jose Museum of Art, the Crocker Museum in Sacramento, 

and the Schlossmuseum Landeck in Austria. She has taught 

at California College of the Arts in Oakland, and received her 

MFA from California State University at Long Beach.

Barry Masteller was born and raised in the Silver Lake dis-

trict of Los Angeles. He studied painting and life drawing 

with artist-painter Walton Craig Titus, and painting and art 

restoration techniques with several independent art con-

servators and artists. During his teen years, he spent much 

of his time viewing art at the Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art, and at numerous galleries along North La Cienega 

Boulevard and La Brea Avenue where he worked as a framer. 

He later relocated to the Carmel/Monterey area, where he 

established his own painting studio and gallery. There, he 

restored art; he also gilded hand-carved frames, specializing 

in the ancient technique of water gilding. He has had numer-

ous gallery and museum shows, and has work in many public 

and private collections worldwide, including the Achenbach 

Foundation for Graphic Arts at the Legion of Honor in San 

Francisco, the Crocker Art Museum, Triton Museum of Art, 

Monterey Museum of Art, the National Steinbeck Center, 

Santa Cruz Museum of Art & History, San Jose Museum of 

Art, and the Seven Bridges Foundation, with numerous works 

in the collection of CHOMP (Community Hospital of the 

Monterey Peninsula).

Michael Mote, a California native, has always lived on the 

coast, and the ocean is thus a vital part of his life. His studio 

is in Aptos, California where he paints every weekday. Michael 

Mote’s art represents a deep, spiritual connection with nature. 

His paintings reflect a feeling of space and mood rather than 

depicting specific locations or objects. The subject is the 

mystery and timeless beauty of nature that is beyond that 

of daily experience. He uses color and shapes stripped of ex-

traneous detail to awaken the viewer’s imagination and allow 

him or her to connect to a quiet, meditative place. He is cur-

rently represented by Spindrift Gallery in Gualala, California.

Sam Nejati was born in Tehran, Iran, in 1981, and moved to 

the United States in 1998, where he received his bachelor’s 

degree in painting from San Francisco State University. Sam’s 

work speaks mainly to the aura of humanity/virtues/psycho-

logical state and ascension that is experienced on a universal 

level, capturing the essence and virtues of existence at its 

core. Love, loss, memory, sorrow, drama, all attributes of the 

psychological state that constitutes this aura of being, are 

brought to life on canvas. 

Sam is represented by Westbrook Galleries in Carmel 

and the Art Cube gallery in Orange County. 

Examining the fragility of family dynamics, gender roles, 

complex social issues, and the intricacies of our lives, Rose 

Sellery reinterprets collected slang, derogatory words, and 

worn, thoughtlessly sanctioned expressions to create three-

dimensional objects—at times humorous, occasionally dis-

turbing, and always questioning. In addition to her sculptural 

work, Rose creates conceptual art for the body, curates exhi-

bitions, and is Artist Coordinator for FashionART Santa Cruz. 

In her spare time, she manages the Cabrillo College Gallery 

in Aptos, California. For more information visit her website: 

www.rosesellery.com

Zach Weston started film photography in 2012 at the age 

of twenty-two. He enjoys photographing the figure, land-

scapes, and abstract objects, using his RB Mamiya 6x7. He 

grew up at Wildcat Hill, absorbing the ambiance of living 

the Weston legacy.

Laura Williams received a BFA from the University of 

Vermont, and attended Skowhegan School of Painting and 

Sculpture. She has recently shown her work at the Durham 

Arts Council, Durham, North Carolina; Light: Art + Design in 

Carrboro, NC; The Light Factory Annuale in Charlotte, North 

Carolina; the Kiernan Gallery in Lexington, Virginia; and The 

Framers Corner in Carrboro, North Carolina.

Daniella Woolf holds an MA in design from UCLA. She is a 

recipient of the Gail Rich Award and the Rydell Visual Arts 

Fellowship. Her work is exhibited internationally, and is in 

many collections and publications. She is the author of The 

Encaustic Studio, Encaustic with a Textile Sensibility, and 

several instructional DVDs, and is a founding partner of Wax 

Works West in Corralitos. She is the co-president of the Lucky 

Girls Society with her wife, Kim.
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Carla Crawford graduated with degrees in Art Studio and 

Italian from the University of California, Davis, where she stud-

ied under the painters David Hollowell and Wayne Thiebaud. 

While at the University of California, she spent a year in 

exchange at the Academy of Fine Arts in Bologna, Italy and 

an additional year studying at the Institute of Architecture in 

Venice. After graduating in Italy, she remained in the country 

for six months teaching art and art history and making mas-

ter copies at the country’s national museums. She returned 

to California to pursue a graduate degree in Art Education 

at San Francisco State University and taught art in public 

schools for three years while studying at the Atelier School 

of Classical Realism in Oakland. Deciding to devote her full 

time efforts to drawing and painting in the classical tradition, 

Carla moved to New York to undertake a 3 year course of 

study in anatomy, portraiture and classical painting at the 

Grand Central Academy of Art and spent an additional year 

studying in the director, Jacob Collins’ private studio.  From 

2012–13 Carla spent the year in Spain studying the Spanish 

painters and making master copies at the Prado Museum.

She has been an artist-in-residence at the School of the 

Arts in San Francisco and at the Hudson River Landscape 

Fellowship and received the Alfred Ross and Art Renewal 

Center Grants for Artistic Excellence.  She co-curated the 

Giorgio Morandi and Wayne Thiebaud show at the Morandi 

Museum in Bologna, Italy.  Her work is exhibited in galler-

ies across the country and the permanent collection of the 

Crocker Art Museum in California.  She teaches painting and 

drawing both in the graduate and undergraduate depart-

ments at the San Francisco Academy of Art University.  She 

lives with her husband in Oakland, California.  

Tatiana Gorbacheva, born in St. Petersburg, Russia, moved 

to the United States in 1997 and made Portland, Oregon, 

her new home. While a student at a language institute in St. 

Petersburg, her intention was to become a translator, but her 

art was a stronger calling and a way to translate her vision. 

After graduating from the University of California in Santa 

Cruz in 2003 with a BA in fine arts, she has continued her art 

quest as a painter. In Portland, her interest shifted towards 

medicine, and she was quickly submerged in the world of 

science. She is currently a third-year medical student at Na-

tional College of Natural Medicine. Her recent paintings are 

greatly inspired by the study of microbiology, chemistry, and 

nutrition. The vibrant colors and sharp contrasts of Tatiana’s 

paintings combine the influences of Russian folklore art and 

literary magical realism.

Sefla Joseph was born in Montreal, Canada, and now resides 

in Santa Cruz, California, where she teaches abstract figura-

tive painting from her studio and gallery on Mission Street. 

She is a long-time Open Studios artist, and has served on 

the Santa Cruz Arts Council’s Open Studios Committee. Her 

work is collected and exhibited internationally. 

Sefla is co-curator of “A Figurative Affair,” which features 

the top figurative artists in the county, at the R. Blitzer Gal-

lery in Santa Cruz. The third season of this exhibit will open 

in the spring of 2015.

Mary Karlton is an award-winning artist from Santa Cruz 

whose eclectic, highly textured works combine elements of 

collage and abstraction. She has exhibited in galleries and 

public spaces at a variety of venues, including the Santa 

Cruz Museum of Art and History, the Cabrillo College Gallery, 

ABRA Gallery in Westlake Village, Los Angeles, and Artiste 

Winery in Los Olivos, where her art was selected for several 

wine labels. She is captivated by the versatility and expres-

sive potential of acrylic media. Her heroes in the art world 

are multifaceted and innovative: Picasso, Klimt, Kandinsky, 

Klee, Schiele, de Kooning, Hockney, and Richter.

Pushpa MacFarlane writes poetry and reads at open mic 

in San José and Los Gatos. She has, however, been quite 

discreet about her artistic side. Inspired by Japanese 

woodcuts, she has created some Batik pieces, where she 

works with wax-resist and hand dyeing on cotton fabric. 

She has also created two pieces in stained glass, a third still 

on the cutting board. And tucked away, is an earlier port-

folio of pencil sketches of some Classic Hollywood stars. 

Pushpa now intends to make time to pursue her artistic  

endeavors.   
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