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Jumbled Notes on Fire

Everything in art depends upon this, its varieties. Some say it is amorous passion. 
Others a suffering. Others the Spirit.

Sprouting expression—genius or madness or both. Perhaps the fleshing out 
of  all other things it can said to be. Fire undergirds, a moving thing that never 
moves.  

For this is what happens when the fire burns brightly and cannot be contained: 
the necessity to do what is present, right there in your mind to do, damming 
all other thought, wanting to flash out, lick everything to ash. Sprouting 
expression.

Part and parcel of  the process.

A poem is a fire, a flickering thing that heats and disposes, melts away awareness: 
gets at everything but what the thing is. Burns away just to build up. Makes the 
mind the realest the thing, the images like figments and yet like flesh: moving 
in the mind is still movement; images created are from brains that jolt out life 
and blood to welcome them. 

Stories: torches. Their fire elongates, make sure to burn every part clean through, 
endure long enough to explain. Their fire makes us see. Their replication is 
a reality: things are not lost in projecting who we are and what we see, what 
emanates from everything around us. Things are not lost: it is just expression 
cannot contain. And things spread like wild flames. Something burns beyond 
the fire that is burning.

And one bears it at the tip of  a brush or a pen. Part and parcel of  the 
process.

Come Fire: let us play with you.
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Here, ahead, you will find struck matches...
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                Brian Wilkins  
             Demolished Building

A hundred years
of  what-happened-here:

typewriter symphonies, elevator births,
the cubicle labyrinth—

lost
in crater and column of  dust.

Nothing remains distinct—orange beams and glass
dashed to a rolling powder now

ravish each other without ceasing.
A cloud of  cinders offers muscled backs,

cropped ears, lovers chained at the lip,
swarming flies. Who can say

what shadow (something sinister with wings)
will set a sterner form in its place, raise

an oil-fired moloch
black against the street lights?
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          Changming Yuan  
                         Getting Newly Old

you can only talk
about what you used to do
and do 
what you used to talk about

you shrink in both ways
and both ways are 
the only way
to shrink

what’s supposed to be hard
softens like a boiled noodle
what’s supposed to be tender
hardens like a winter stone

one attempt
on top of  another, they say

or, rather, one attemptable night
after another
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Jade Blackwater
The n-Body problem

It’s luminous in the way
that dreams begin to repeat themselves,
orbiting certain
bright, shattered moments, 
barely visible to the
waking-eye.

What the mind might
normally trudge through
becomes a clearly discernable understanding
spelled out in simple
constellations of  metaphor.

Extraneous emotion is telescopic:
angst is purged through dozens
of  shattered beer bottles
flung joyously over the banister.

Pride becomes a golden school bus;
the heroine’s armor: a nylon coat of  red,
white, and blue.
She’ll traverse any expanse to deliver justice
with a swift and punishing hand.

And among the nebulous memories,
a new x-ray vision will reveal
the circumference of  familiar orbs
around which the mind flies at thousands of  times
the speed of  light.
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Sergio Ortiz
Cavalcade

Anteros, I am the foundry of  surface tension, 
the rain beaded spheres on your waxed hair 

the tears of  wine you inhale, whirligig rivulets 
retracing the nutty tang 
of  your soil, the honey mustard emulsion 

walking up the stairway 
unto the surface of  your lips,
the tender angles of  hot air 
that surround your threshold,  
the cienaga at the foot 
of  your presence.

I am the horizontal-bed, manual turret lathe 
that spindles the avocado seed breeding
like a graft, a minor mutation, in my eyes,

opening as female bloom in the morning phase 
of  our first day, then flowering male 
in the disappearing afternoon 
our second night in concert.
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                      Chris Crittenden  
              Monster

i have no stamina, they say,
for the promise beyond a kiss,
that i fear the rose,
retreating into saw grass,
battening on scars.
my muscles, they explain,
are dunes under skin so viper cold,
hovering from trance to trance,
trembling for the next.

no sun unlocks my pupils,
yielding trust.
noon cannot roll me
lost and delighted
in blueberry scents.
maybe some virtuosa
can play me like a flute,
bridle the arias
that trample through my veins.

no tome will say.
no priest can express.
my sagas fidget like hieroglyphs
turning to meat flies.
years drop off,
mildewed and slatternly.
i’m a creature of  whirlpools, shot glasses,
and pills.
currents of  disturbed 
and floundering injury,
swirling down.
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                 Katie Cappello           
                    Pantocrator

after Desiderio

Suspended somewhere between
the church spires and the satellites,
he hovers, eyes big as june bugs,
dead air on the radio.
His hand raised and forked, a body
naked on new sheets, small bodies
flying around it, like cinders
from the burn pile. Below, a hand
rakes dead brush carefully
towards the middle, an eye
red and inevitable, consuming
everything. Too big to be captured
by the satellites taking pictures
of  suburban streets, cars and pools
long gone, he feels, not omnipotent
or timely at all, merely
another ghost waiting
for the end of  the day.
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                      Eric Arnold  
                     Inside, 6:50 or 6:55

After Leo threw the cherished Indochinese candelabra
At my face
He started to settle down a little
And we sat on the futon together
Waiting for the cops to arrive.
It may have been the handful of  sleeping pills,
The Trazodone,
With which he held himself  hostage,
Taking effect.
He was slurring his words, getting affectionate
Just like in the days when I was a stewardess
And he was a landscaper
And we were drunks,
O Debbie, O Debbie.
He was nuzzling his cheek
That had gone flaccid and concave
Over the years
Into the dome of  my right shoulder.
The floor was dented
And ash still fluttered in the air,
In the currents created by the two oscillating fans,
From the shattered crystal ashtray
That had drawn blood from his bare feet.
This whole time,
I began to realize,
The radio had been on
To a woman with a gym teacher voice
Reporting the traffic
As if  the wrecks and pile-ups
Were a series of  commands.
The light was beginning to slump



    20

Eveningwards
And limp in through the blinds
That shielded us from a perfect tranquil image
Of  the Outside
As we slept.
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                  Changming Yuan  
                     W.E.N.S.

West: not unlike a giddy goat
 wandering among the ruins
 of  a long lost civilization
 you keep searching
 in the central park
 a way out of  the tall weeds
 as nature makes new york
 into a mummy blue

East: in her beehive-like room
 so small that a yawning stretch
 would readily awaken
 the whole apartment building 
 she draws a picture on the wall
 of  a tremendous tree
 that keeps growing
 until it shoots up
 from the cemented roof

North: after the storm
 all dust hung up
 in the crowded air
 with his human face
 frozen into a dot of  dust
 and a rising speckle of  dust
 melted into his face
 to avoid this cold climate
 of  his antarctic dream
 he relocated his naked soul
 at the dawn of  summer
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South: like a raindrop
 on a small lotus leaf
 unable to find the spot
 to settle itself  down
 in an early autumn shower
 my little canoe drifts around 
 near the horizon
 beyond the bare bay
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                   Mason Brown DeHoog  
             Born Clay

Milwaukee

They win you from deep veins
months before the burn, 
before you were you—
you peered from the shore in autumn.
Froze in winter. You thawed all the way 
through by spring, tempered by massage 
of  hands and feet, whirled by horses in a pug mill.
They mold you like cakes
dusted with sand instead of  flour, 
dry you in a hackstead, burn you low 
then high when the ‘water smoke’ rises.
After the fire you alight, a golden 
cream, cooling in gull-cry silence.         

When word spreads of  your color,  
they load you outbound—
into tugs and scows 
over the beach that bore you.
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                     Brian Wilkins  
                           God’s Country

I smoke to taste Virginia in my pipe stem:
Rappahanock, Tappahanock, red clay and winesaps.

Each spring I skip cherries and silver dollars into the Potomac,
back tribute to flocking geese and Harper’s Ferry.

My spine is a bridge of  white boats across the York.
My thoughts spring 26 miles of  myelin to shout a word.

Shenandoah—I hear a purring river bed,
antlers shaking loose from the willows.

I see half-buried deer bones and recall the pillars
of  plantations keeping silence by the James.
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Sergio Ortiz 
France, 1989
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                 Ruth Josimovich  
                                Bare Feet, Bird Calls

These days, what I'm most afraid of  is my desire to teach in bare feet. It's an 
urge that arrived suddenly as I was in the midst of  teaching Beowulf last year. 
I put it down, at first, to my hot feet, standing for an hour or so at a time, 
or to the Anglo-Saxon descriptions of  worm-eaten walls, hoarfrost, wer-gild 
and seabirds “broading out their feathers.” But it didn't go away, continued 
through Sir Gawain riding on his horse Gryngolet into their green, vine-en-
twined world and beyond. How enticing the pine classroom floor was, how 
good it would feel to step out of  my shoes and stand on its cool smoothness, 
grounded by its firmness, solidity as I waved my arms and hands, conducting 
the responses of  my students.

•

It's common enough in dreams: you're in the wrong shoes, you can't gain 
traction on the floor of  the high school hallways, you can't move fast enough, 
you're late for the exam, you'll never get there, as much muscle as you put into 
striding ahead, the world escapes your effort and you burst in through the 
lecture hall doors to find it deserted, the stage where the proctor sat, empty, 
silent. Or you're barefoot, walking across the bridge in the hurling snow to 
make it across the river, and when you finally step onto the other bank, you 
realize that what you really need is—back there. I've been having a lot of  those 
dreams recently.

Only in this case, I am in the right place. And I'm not dreaming. Although I 
switched careers in mid-stream, jumped into teaching without knowing wheth-
er I could, whether I'd be good at it, had anything to give, immediately on 
standing in front of  a class I was like a seabird, a gannet, say (although temper-
amentally I'm more like a grebe or a coot), a gannet raised in a prairie barnyard, 
taken to the Atlantic for the first time and set free. I plunged into teaching and 
it was immediately the right place, and stayed that way for a long time.
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•

So here I am, standing behind the oak desk and I so intensely want to take off  
my shoes; or I'm sitting, giving exams, and the thought sneaks in again, "The 
front of  the desk is covered, they'll never know you don't have shoes on; and 
who cares, anyway, it's an art school?"  

Is this my unconscious suggesting that I need to take a look at how much of  
myself  is being revealed in teaching? Could it be the beginning of  Alzheimer's? 
Or is it some other delusional slippage, a response to the overwhelming feel-
ing, these days, of  not knowing what to do to begin to correct the wrongs,  
the litany of  disasters—of  trust misplaced, of  unbridled greed, of  malignant 
righteousness, of  a world on the brink.  

What's going on here? 

Not knowing what to do with these thoughts—after all, I don't even know 
what to do with the plastic yogurt containers, washed, dried, and sitting in 
growing stacks at the back of  my kitchen shelves—I focus instead on the 
simple, urgent desire to take off  my shoes. 
    
I think back to the places I've gone barefoot in the past, walking in the gutter 
in a warm spring rain, home after school in Squirrel Hill, the brown left-over 
leaves from winter washing over my feet; in college, after I've left the town 
proper and am on cleaner sidewalks, taking off  my sandals and walking with-
out them the rest of  the two miles out to my apartment next to the mall with 
an A&P and not much else, seedling trees offering no shade but promise for 
the future, the pebbly heat of  the pavement toughening my soles as I swing 
along; or the time in between, when we lived in Allegheny County, outside 
Pittsburgh, stepping barefoot on the slate flagstones we laid from the driveway 
behind my parents' house, down into the ravine. 

There was a rhythm to the flagstones, left foot, right foot, left, right, and then 
the next step you had to hit squarely in the middle or the slate would rock, and  
either nick the ball of  your other foot mid-air with its sharp uneven edge or 
send you sliding. Each spring my mother would shim the flagstone; by the next 
spring it would have worked itself  loose again. The stones took you down to 
the first terrace, where the vegetable gardens were, where I'd weed the squash, 
beans, carrots, and lettuce, and where a nighthawk would be sleeping fifty feet 
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up on an oak limb, unmoving until twilight when we'd hear his bzirp bzirp as 
he swept up the mosquitoes. 

The rest of  the way down to the creek you followed a deer trace through the 
woods. There was no underbrush, because the trees were mature growth, so 
there was little sun except when the wind blew the tops of  the trees apart and 
light would sparkle in for a moment. The path was steep, the creek protected 
by a muddy bank and blackberry thorns. Once you got down there you had to 
walk, stone by stone, in the icy water, your feet just so on the slickness of  the 
stones—the water's flow was still enough that silt settled onto each stone, leav-
ing a thin coating under the water. It was so clean crayfish grew there, ghost-
like, and minnows and one (it was rumored) giant trout that no one could ever 
catch. I did find out, decades later, that my youngest brother, Stephen, had had 
a secret cave there, where he and his friends used to grill crayfish and smoke, 
but at the time of  which I am writing, I walked there alone, mostly.

Walking along the creek bed, it was possible to be aware of  the silence of  the 
trees above, the occasional creaking of  a tree trunk, the feeling of  a deserted 
place, but kept company, sometimes, by a small brown Carolina wren, tail a-
tilt, its hop and scratch in the dead leaves just slightly louder than the rustle of  
leaves above.

Up above, the cultivated world, the gardens, the nighthawk sleeping silently; 
down below the creek. The price of  belonging was to go barefoot, the peril of  
belonging, how easy it was to lose footing. 

•

The wren, intent on its task, scuffles once more in the leaves and flies off. I 
hear its small clear trill from farther away now, tea-kettle, tea-kettle, tea-kettle, tea. 
It has forgotten me already, and leaves silence in its wake. I've been moving 
slowly, deliberately, through the ankle-deep water so as not to startle the wren,  
and I continue along at the same pace even though there's no longer any rea-
son not to move faster, splash. I am feeling my way downstream, and it takes 
time. 

Just where the creek makes a little jog to the north, there's an outcropping of  
shale, overgrown with vines and tree roots, covered, too, in wet velvety moss 
fed by the constant moisture seeping down from the hill above. Under the 
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outcropping, the air is cooler, darker, and always swarming with gnats that I 
wave away. Water runs down the black rocks at the back of  this waist-high half-
open cave, and forms a pool before it streams through a crevice into the creek. 
Every spring there is a soapy bubbled mass of  frogs' eggs floating here. 

I put my hand up on the damp rocks for balance going around the turn where 
the creek gets deeper. This is where the mythical trout lives that no one has 
ever seen. I don't know why I mistrust the rumors of  his existence so much; 
there are certainly minnows that flicker underwater past my feet, I feel their 
feather touch; and plenty of  insects for a trout to eat—dragonflies, water strid-
ers, the gnats—even the tadpoles. And it's not that you have to see everything 
to know it exists. I once spent a fruitless afternoon following the fluting call—
otherworldly in its beauty, its plaintive melancholy, its singularity—of  a hermit 
thrush. Each time I'd edge quietly closer, almost close enough to see it fully, 
only to have the bird vanish, not even a reddish-brown feather left behind to 
reward my dogged efforts. But a bird comes out when you're quiet, mostly, 
whereas writing, life, only comes out when you write what comes before it, 
follow it around the next bend. 

And in this case, although I know how the creek widens out, becomes shal-
low again, runs by a deserted house we called "the hermit's house" and dared 
each other to enter,  I don't yet know what's past this rock outcropping in the 
writing, the life, this rock that I stand touching, knee-deep in dark water. I don't 
know what comes next has become my own call, these days.



    30

Yvonne Valenza
Heart
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                Changming Yuan
             My Crow

Crows everywhere are equally black
So an ancient Chinese saying goes
But this one in the backyard of  my heart
Is as white as a summer cloud
I have fed him with fog and frost
Until his feathers, his flesh
His calls and even his spirit
All turned into white like winter washed

My crow’s wings will never melt
Even when flying close to the sun
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             Jade Blackwater  
                               Surfacing

If  you happen to awaken
at the lake bottom, 
lie still, listen
for the morning ripple of  rain;

the first fluid motions
of  the day are illusions:
not the shoulders of  dawn showers
but the chin of  noon’s thunderhead.

Rumbles of  memory
precede the bite of  electricity.
Strike toward the shining surface
with fists and furious words.

Glimpse the waterfall of  your life
falling through you: watch your
frothy mid-day storm of  anger
stroke the air and cackle.

Flounder between the rocks,
your legs repeatedly recrossing
torrential space, as you count
silently from flash to crash,

and in your nervous sweeps
for the muddy shore,
you might toe the clear purchase
on some bright, meaningful vision.
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                 Mason Brown DeHoog  
                                            Lake Pontchartrain

Glimmer adheres to a mirage 
growth of  lake: starry bars 
in distance, rise from the rough 
pool of  sheenless oil. 
Towers betray the sun with glints
through rubber sway of  heat.
The lake edge hounds itself, spare 
and shoreless. From here to Baton Rouge:
spin down highways, alive over swamps.
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                           Tania Runyan
                Grasshopper

You plunge your arms
in the voltage of  insects

and remove your hands
in prayer. Between 
 
your knuckles the angles 
and flecks of  a Kiowa 
 
grasshopper flicker 
in the ruddy dark. 
 
Then stillness. Indigo 
stars of  spiderwort 
 
kindle in the prairie 
smoke. The hind 
 
legs tighten. We feel 
the tendons extending, 
 
the slick springs 
snapping into place.
 
Gravity. Fire.
In your hand:
 
a singularity.
You open your palms
 
and we leap
to the infinite edge.
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                           Brian Wilkins  
       Gibson Ex Huberman Stradivarius

You hear: rests between sunspots,
the clinking growth plates of  the glacier,

tight rings of  Croatian maple belled with frost,
glass hammers splintering on wood,

the crackling fingers of  the master
brushing the face of  an alpine spruce
with the ambition he once reserved for his sons.
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                   Cyndi Gacosta                
                                      Killing Frost                           

When the moisture that hangs in the air
Condenses
While you are traveling on a train
Closely watch these chilly nights
For the cloudless sky, sometimes means
A killing frost
And when one night while breathing
Open air
Nerves unbridled begin to swell
Then burst apart one moment
On a sleeted road, somewhere lost
Between aisles of  frosted evergreens
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                     Joel Solonche        
                                         Eight Speeches for Cain                 

1. To Abel
 
I was the first to be born in pain. Not them. Not you. What did they know? 
Our father was asleep. Our mother was unconscious. I am the first to live 
without having known the garden. Not you. They never speak of  it. Except 
sometimes at night, before sleep, while he is adding wood to the fire, I hear 
them whispering. You are asleep. You do not hear them whispering. If  you 
ever tell them I said this, you prick, I'll kill you.

2. To God
 
I have thought about this brother and I do not understand. Why did we need 
another? Did we not bring forth with our hands the fruits of  the earth? Did 
we not bring forth with our toil the bread of  the earth? Did we not in all things 
obey your word? Then it must be you were not pleased with us as we were. 
Then it must be your word she obeyed and not his. Your word and not hers. 
Your word and not mine.
    
3. To Eve
 
When I asked you, you said it was because I was lonely. But I was not lonely. 
I skipped with the lambs in the fields. The goats were my companions. When 
I asked you again, you said it was because we needed another in the fields. We 
needed another to turn the hard stones from the earth. I said it was not so. I 
said we do these things ourselves. I said we needed no other. I was not lonely. 
I was not lonely. Then you turned and went away from me. I was afraid. I 
trembled.
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4. To Adam
 
This is your doing. You are to blame. You should have disobeyed. What would 
be the punishment this time? He has used all the punishments. There are none 
left. She is weak. But you are weaker, weaker than a woman.

5. To Abel
 
I did not think he would look for me so soon. I thought he would find you first 
and breathe the breath back into your body. Did he not breathe the breath of  
life into our father? He could have done the same for you before seeking me 
out to ask where you were. He knew where you were. He can do it now. Now. 
Doesn't he know you are my offering? He can do it now. Now. Now.  

6. To Seth
 
I know you. I am Cain. Your brother. The brother you have never met. Who 
slew Abel. The brother you never knew. I know they told you. You should be 
grateful. You should thank me for what I did. Had I not done it, you would 
not have been born. You would not now be standing before me, gazing on this 
mark upon my forehead. You should be grateful. Seth, you have her eyes. As I 
do. Kiss my right hand, you little shit. It held the stone that gave you life.
 
7. To His Wife, Mother of  Enoch
 
If  it offends you, I will wrap a linen cloth around it.
 
8. To Enoch
 
My son, do not be afraid. This mark is also his mark. The marker also must 
bear the punishment. His hand must also burn. My son, when you were born, 
I took you from your mother. I lifted you up to my eyes, and I wept with joy. 
On your forehead was nothing. Not a mark. Not a spot. Your brow was white 
and clean as the wool of  the lamb. Enoch, my son, I will build a city and name 
it for you. Then I will die in peace.
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                  Jade Blackwater  
                                         The Maker                           

In bed, palms pressed
tied with ribbons of  incense smoke
she lays and prays
ohgodohgodohgodohgod

lights down door locked
knees bent heavenward
supplicant, sinner
soundproofed interior

microphone translates, implores,
breathes words in rhythm,
touches everything,
echoes the invocation

message meets mirror meets maker
who sighs, reclines,
makes room for another
at the foot of  the bed.
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Yvonne Valenza 
Daedalus
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                  Cyndi Gacosta  
                        Memory About a Girl

A memory housed in alcoves 
Like jeroboams of  champagne
Weightless in her steps—tip toe
On crooked toes, a Russian ballerina
Paprika, cinnamon, and ginger
With a drop of  lemon dew
Three savory syllables of  a name
Brought to my parched lips, tasted
On a bed of  buds for summer’s play
Like two icebergs in paradise
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                 Mary Packett          
                   Fantasia Lights
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                   Eric Arnold  
                   Painting of  Marianne

This is a painting of  Marianne
Looking at me dumb
Somewhere in the People’s Republic of  China.
It is at the moment
When I refer to my nose as
The business end of  my face
And proceed to sniff  the ocean out of  the air.

This is a painting of  Marianne
Maybe fifteen seconds later
Wanting to know how
I extract the smell of  ocean from the smell of  garbage
And from the hot fog of  all these peoples’ breath.

This is a painting of  Marianne
Looking at me dumb
When I tell her that I do not.
I leave it there,
The breath, the garbage, the ocean
And Marianne,
Looking at me dumb.

This is a painting of  Marianne
And the breath
And the garbage
And the ocean.
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                  Tania Runyan
               Girl with Thirteen Necklaces

She clacks and clatters down the stairway,
factory-punched gold medals swinging
from patriotic ribbons, multicolored
plastic squares spilling down her shirt
like Chiclets. A string of  pomegranate beads 
tangles with a clutch of  neon keys. Hundreds
of  tiny seeds of  glass simmer at her neck.
 
Is the woman still at the conveyor belt
whose fingers pinched the misshapen lumps
from a harvest of  polymer daisies?
Where is the man whose monitor fluttered 
with schematics for pink, praying angels?
The inspector who passed the velveteen
ribbon slowly through his fingers: This’ll do?
 
The world has made its preparations
to sway above her navel: loggers, barrels, 
big rigs, box cutters, mechanical arms 
swirling pigment in the paint. She leaps 
and spins to the rainstorm of  beads.
She flops on the couch and falls asleep
to the beautiful, shifting weight. 
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                  Katie Cappello                     
          Rites

In your dream I have a hole in the middle of  my back
through which you can put your finger. In the front
it becomes a sunburst. These are not realities—a dream
tattoo can be any old thing—a lion on your shoulder,
a starfish crawling up your leg. Why not a name carved
into the palm of  your hand…you won’t remember it.
The shadow of  a machine’s roar at the windowsill,
green dirt under fingernails. A strand of  seaweed
wrapped around the dog’s front paw. It is all mystery,
how old the morning light is, the white cauldron
in the sink, remnants. I’ll scrub, set it to dry on a towel
thrown across my neck. Ask you where it came from.
You won’t remember.
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                      Sergio Ortiz  
                 The Sides of  a Mirror

There is no other choice 
than to remain secure in the cargo hold 

for what is stored in lower spaces 
of  the ships we navigate is nothing 

other than the individual parts 
of  what is ready to become 

the deconstruction of  our anatomical filth. 
Heart and lung machines rot side by side 

sexual strings. This rubbish causes parsnip 
infection, a corrupt bitterness in our poisonous 

watercourse. This is what we gain 
from a peep. This, the sum 

of  what we see 
before a fuller glimpse.
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                William Doreski  
               Why I Never Visit Hungary

You think my blue knit shirt as dour 
as the afterglow of  thunderstorms
and say that inhabiting it
will gloom me till I collapse.
If  clothes bear the power to psych
our moods, what of  your skinny tube 

of  black skirt, a symbolic act
referring to the open grave
you abandoned south of  Budapest?
Long after the war, the countryside
of  Hungary, rippling with wheat,
coughed up terrible ordnance

planted to frustrate children
impatient to reach adulthood.
Your favorite playmate exploded
in the corner of  your eye,
exuding a liquid purple gasp.
Forty years later you laugh

my blue knit shirt almost off
my back, but I’m too flabby
to abandon it, despite my lack
of  flair, my ordinary look
sleek people like you disdain.
We stroll together to lunch

at the slyest restaurant in town
but you’re hardly present, your mind
clenched against my clumsy humor,
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your black skirt wasted on me,
your delicate linen blouse
pleated like a flight of  moths.

I know how crudely the contours
of  Hungary’s exhausted landscapes
haunt your attempts to assume
a New Yorker pose, and I know
the open grave your narrow skirt
resembles isn’t yours but mine.                   

That’s why I never visit
Hungary: your native soil
as brown as your hooded gaze
and the severity of  your skirt
refuting the foolish male notion
that women are always giving birth.
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                Chris Crittenden  
                    Don Giovanni in Hell

i have been summoned
by what i could be,
a sweet torment
jutting on an apex.

and so i climb,
tangoing with a skirt
of  weeds—cholla, nettle
and sage—thirsty lovers
part Fury and Norn,
flexing as if  their thighs
were rungs.

i climb naked,
flecked by bits of  wasps, parched cocoons,
and tattered nests.
sandstone crumbles 
when i twist to scratch,
like a bitter sphinx.

somehow i’ll outlast
all these femme fatales.
the thrill comes from almost failing—
and when i reach the top
lava explodes.
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                 Jade Blackwater  
                       Snow Drop

Your nodding figure first greeted me when the earth
was hard and broken, aconite still hidden,
your neck swaddled from the stiff  air,
thumb cradling paper whites in welcome.

When I think too hard on your memory
I’m unable to imagine whether your eyes
are the grey of  wet stone walls
or the indigo of  grape hyacinth spears.

I wonder, is the cart still rotting and rusting
by the old goat pen? are raccoons
still haunting the corn crib? do foxes
still suckle kits in the sheep shed warmth?

Did you wake one day and make a list of  reasons
to sever your chin from your breast?
will magonlia’s breath call you from your den this year?
will you lay your trowel to scilla and violet and smile?

I don’t dwell on the dark days of  our parting.
I prefer to think of  your palms and knuckles bent
ever-ready for the nuzzle of  snoot and skull
your flowers still uncut, wet and full at sunrise.
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        Nels Hanson      
    The Future Is Much Better Than the Past

“Under that oak two hearts are buried—”
At least Delmus hadn’t told the sad story about Cherokee and Pie and 

Dancer, the white horse.
Instead, he’d described his grandfather, Ford Rhodes, who had worn the 

Masonic apron and chanted a Tioga Indian song as he read from the book 
bound in redwood and wrapped in the Ghost Shirt and stopped the rain to 
save the raisins in 1932—

“My hand is a stone in a river. Now the river is in you,” the old man told 
young Delmus as the clouds passed over, it only sprinkled, and Ford Rhodes 
died toward morning—

I climbed the stairs with the two perfect poached eggs on toast for my 
mother, Dolly Mable, remembering the sick child on the orange church bus at 
noon, the girl or boy I’d never seen or tried to rescue when Reverend Randy 
Hobbs pulled into the barnyard and asked to use the phone, it was an emer-
gency—

Just now on the porch with Delmus, for an hour things had seemed better, 
almost sane—even with the sea wind that might bring the rain to spoil the rai-
sin harvest, Gladys and Baylor’s phone call about Dolly Mable and the Butter-
fly House in Acacia, Kate lovesick for Eddie Dodge and in tears and running 
past me through the kitchen to take out the leftovers for the poor pig—

But now the strange day returned even stronger, I felt the shiny stab of  
guilt again— 

Had he—she?—lain alone at the back of  the bus, on the bench seat by the emer-
gency exit, while the other children each stared at me from their square windows like TV 
screens? 

For a moment the orange bus had been myself, my 30 different selves 
staring back at me, the way I felt when I was a girl with the Lawrences, after 
Dolly Mable had sent me away to live with them in Fresno—

“Thanks, no time for a cold drink,” Hobbs said with irritation when I 
began getting ice for the compress. He had red hair and wore a green tie and 
gold cross tie tack. 
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And a Reagan ’84 button on his pocket. 
He’d just told the gatekeeper at the Sierra church camp they’d be late.
“But is the pain low, on the left side?” I tried to ask him.
“Naw, it’s just too many sour apples.”
“I was a nurse. Can I look at the child?”
“Oh no,” he said, turning and putting down the phone. “The church—

‘Dear Jesus by the Waters’—would be liable. No, we’ll just go on, knowing 
God is always good.”

Where had Hobbs driven and what aid had he looked for or found after 
he’d left the farm?

“We’ll lay on 30 pairs of  hands and pray—I imagine the Lord Jesus has pretty good 
hearing—”

And before Hobbs’ orange bus the white station wagon with Texas plates 
had come back, the Mexican men laughing and drinking beer under the walnut 
tree, pointing up toward Kate’s window. 

Why had the father with the mustache returned, with his friends, without 
his wife and pretty daughter and two cute small boys? 

He had smiled at me, his teeth large and white, before the long-haired 
man with the fancy red dress shirt got out to urinate against the walnut’s broad 
trunk—

Again I thought of  Baylor Clark—not about his and Gladys’ phone call 
about my mother’s scarlet past—how calmly I was taking it—but Baylor wanting 
Delmus to help him break into Daniel Rhodes’ mausoleum in the cow pasture 
west of  Lemoore.

Baylor wanted to view the case filled with formaldehyde, to see how the 
rescuer of  the Donner Party was holding up after 90 years, if  he were still 
intact or growing ragged like the starving, freezing members of  the wagon 
train—

 I saw Baylor’s row of  little gold-capped teeth, heard him snicker from 
under his big cowboy hat: Hee hee hee. He held a crowbar, gazing down through 
the coffin’s porthole. 

I remembered the knife Delmus had sharpened for what seemed like hours 
at his grandfather’s foot-pedal grinder, and the pig he and his friends would kill 
in the morning at his harvest party, how it would look when it was dead. 

I glanced away from the two eggs on my mother’s plate, at the faded ivy 
wallpaper in the stairwell, the heart-shaped leaves and twisting tendrils and 
stems.

The leaves live in the house of  the tree . . .
 I had thought that as I’d stood under the rustling flowering catalpa in the 
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barnyard as Delmus worked the grinder and I felt the cool wind that might 
bring the rain blowing from the Coast Range and the sea and saw the lone 
mourning dove crossing the golden vineyard toward the dark grove of  blue 
gums, its gray wings flickering, moving in and out of  the light as it flew toward 
its nest and the catalpa leaves stirred above my head—

“Wait a little longer, till your little wings are stronger—”
I’d remembered the story of  the two bluebirds, mother and child, Dolly Mable used to 

read to me, as I thought of  Kate about to run away with Eddie Dodge . . .
Three stairs from the landing I heard the phone ring.
“Kate! Would you get that? If  it’s Baylor, tell him Delmus and I are 

asleep.”
“I’ll return one day, come what may—”
The phone kept ringing.
“Saving nickels, saving dimes—” 
“Kate!” I waited on the third step.
“Blue Bayou.”
Still Kate didn’t answer, the muffled radio played. I thought it might be 

Briggs with the empty raisin boxes for Delmus and the harvest and turned and 
hurried down the stairs. 

I put Dolly Mable’s supper into the oven and pushed the blue button to 
“WARM.”

“Hello?”
“Kyla?”
I wondered if  somehow the spark could jump the street, or if  it had to 

weave its way all the way to town and back.
I looked over at the salt and pepper shakers in their little niche at the back 

of  the stove. They were sturdy, square, made of  milk-white glass, with their 
simple names painted above the blue Dutch windmills: 

SALT
PEPPER
“Mrs. Watkins, I want to tell you something that happened tonight. You 

could say I heard it through the grapevine—”
“Kyla, are you all right?”
“It made me very upset and it concerns you—”
“I just wanted to make sure,” Mrs. Watkins interrupted. 
“Mrs. Watkins, tonight I got a call from Baylor,” I said. “From Baylor’s 

wife, Gladys, because Baylor can’t hear—”
“Is Delmus there?”
“No, I told Gladys that!”
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“Let me go, Kyla, oh let me go. I’m going to call the sheriff, while there’s still time—”
“What’re you talking about?”
“You don’t know?”
“Know what, Mrs. Watkins?”
“I saw somebody climbing down the side of  your house.”
I closed my eyes.
“I wanted to make sure you were still okay, not beat up or something, all tied up—”
“No, we’re all right. Nothing’s wrong.”
“You certain? They’re not making you say that?”
“Yes I’m sure. I want to tell you—”
“Say Baylor’s name, so I’ll know you’re okay.”
“I don’t want to say his name! Everything’s fine!”
“I can call right now—”
I took a breath.
“Mrs. Watkins, you’ve got to stop. I need to tell you something.”
“Well who was it? I saw somebody coming down the trellis—”
“It was Delmus, trying to fix the TV aerial.”
“I thought you said he wasn’t home.”
“I meant he wasn’t in the house.”
“Oh. For a second I thought it was a woman. I was worried it might be Kate.”
“No, Kate’s right here, she’s fine. I’m teaching her to knit. She’s about to 

go to bed.”
“You know, Delmus shouldn't climb up on the roof  at night. In the dark he could fall 

and hurt himself. Or somebody might take him for a burglar and shoot him. You can’t be 
too careful, with picking coming up, all these people driving around drinking. It’s all these 
Mexicans. I don’t know what I’d do if  I had a girl Kate’s age—”

I saw the shy frightened face of  Mrs. Watkins’ daughter, Lenore, who ran 
away with a sailor from the Naval Air Station at Lemoore. Mrs. Watkins’ hired 
man chased Lenore around the house with a steak knife, then out into the 
walnut grove where she climbed a tree and began to scream, and Delmus ran 
over, tackled Charles from behind without getting stabbed. 

Where was Lenore now? I wondered, as Mrs. Watkins berated Abe Wolf-
son’s tractor driver from Mexico.  

Charles had remained, Mrs. Watkins said it wasn’t his fault, it was a dis-
ease, “Dipsomainy” she called it—three wrecks and two years later he went into 
the VA hospital in Fresno, where I’d met Delmus and Mrs. Watkins said she 
visited Charles at Christmas and on Veterans Day.

“I heard they cut a hole in the floor, hung the hog from the rafters and butchered it right 
there in the house—”
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When someone was bad, I realized, you hated her more if  she were your 
own race. I hated Mrs. Watkins physically, her eyes and nose, her hair, because 
she was white, like the Lawrences—

“Who were those men this afternoon? The ones in the white car under your walnut tree? 
With this maniac on the loose killing the black prostitutes you can’t be too careful,” Mrs. 
Watkins went on, careful to mention the “Standpipe Strangler.” 

“That’s what I told Delmus’ Uncle Baylor. I sleep better at night, what with Reagan in 
the White House. We’re going to get him a second term, then a third. We’re going to change 
the constitution.”

“I have to go,” I said. “I was going to mention something but Delmus can 
talk to you tomorrow morning, before his harvest party. It’s something you 
need to hear.” 

“You know, Reagan’s from the mid-West, from Illinois, just like Lincoln. I think we’re 
going to get his head on Mt. Rushmore. Baylor and I have started a petition. Did you watch 
the convention last week? In the ‘Big D,’  for Dallas?”

I started to hang up.
“There’s a lot of  lightning on Mt. Rushmore. Did I ever tell you about the tree I saw, 

the one that got hit by lightning?”
“A thousand times.”
“It got hit, then boom!, it got hit again, a minute later. I was just a little girl, in Okla-

homa. That’s why I knew it would rain two years in a row. You better not make raisins, I 
told myself. I’ll go wine.”

“I know,” I said, “your wine contract. No one else has one. Just you and 
the blind farmer who can’t see the trays, the pickers take advantage and don’t 
fill them up, so the winery takes his green grapes.”

“Isn’t that awful?”
“Goodbye, Mrs. Watkins. Delmus will see you tomorrow.”
“Wait, Kyla!”
“What is it now?”
“Did Kate read that book I gave her?”
“What book?”
“‘A Girl’s Guide to Marriage, Revised?’”
“You gave Kate that?”
She was the one who had checked the pages with a pen, scribbled in “Yes!” 

and “No!”, “Try this!”, next to the vague, anatomically incorrect diagrams. 
Missionary. It was underlined. 
The book was hers, the awful pamphlet I’d found in Delmus’ hiding place 

in the barn. 
At least—
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“You don’t want these young girls to be ignorant.”
“Ignorant? Are you kidding?”
“It’s no kidding matter, is it, Kyla? Not when it hits close to home. You remember my 

girl, Lenore—”
“Delmus can talk to you. I’ve got to go now—”
I hung up, my hand was shaking, but then I lifted the receiver—
The dial tone hummed, the connection was broken. I set it down in the 

cradle.
I stared at the black phone with its dial for a face and the receiver like 

blunted down-turned horns. 
I thought of  the moon about to rise, to pull its white wake down the Val-

ley across the orchards and blowing vines, across my mother’s blue Cadillac 
without lights creeping up the alleyway toward the sparkling ditch where Eddie 
Dodge would wait for Kate to run through the vineyard from the dark trellis 
of  yellow roses—  

One spin of  the wheel! Delmus had said about the raisins and the chance of  
rain. Safer to go to Reno!

I had an idea, a speck of  information, as I rang her number—
“Hello? Who is it?”
“Mrs. Watkins? This is Kyla Rhodes again.”
“Yes?”  
“I didn’t mention it when you phoned to warn us about the burglar, but I 

had to call you back, even if  I risked making an enemy of  a neighbor. Remem-
ber, I said there was something I had to tell you?”

“You mean the peacocks?”
“Oh no, they’re nice, just like your Dobies, though I do wish the dogs 

wouldn’t pull Kate’s dress from the line and drag it through the dirt. The pea-
cocks don’t bother me, not a bit. At first they sounded strange, I thought a girl 
was in trouble, like the time your Charles tried to get Lenore. Where were you? 
Irrigating?”

“My ditch water on the road?”
“I imagine your water’s all right. I haven’t heard any cars swerving or 

slamming their brakes. I know you’re watering late because you’re going wine, 
not risking raisins and the rain. You’ve got that nice contract, only you and the 
blind man, so they have to pay you the previous field price, the one before the 
raisin market fell apart and Sun Damsel defaulted. You made money two years, 
while everyone lost. Then you have your walnuts. That’s the way the wheel 
spins.”

“Something happen to Baylor?”
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“Heavens no! Baylor couldn’t be better! He’s on cloud nine, digging up the 
dead. Baylor’s busy as a beaver with his newspaper column, the new story he’s 
working on about my mother”—why hide Mrs. Grayson’s—Dolly Mable’s— identity 
from either of  them anymore?—“something you told him—”

“What’d I say?”
“It doesn’t really matter. I’m sure it was just a misunderstanding. Delmus 

can take care of  it tomorrow, in five minutes, nice and clean, before his friends 
come over to butcher the hog. What I have to say concerns your mother.”

“What about her?”
“Mrs. Ricks? She’s still at Sunny Acres, isn’t she?”
“Can’t run water and look after her too. That and work for Reagan.”
“It’s nothing to feel guilty about. So often children feel guilty, about put-

ting a parent in a home.”
“I’m not guilty. It’s an election year.”
“Do you happen to know Mrs. Stone? The last time I was there to see 

her I saw your mother—her room is next door to Mrs. Stone’s. As I went by I 
stopped to say hello but Mrs. Ricks didn’t recognize me.”

“Oh, she’s senile, in and out.”
“There were two men in suits with her and I was afraid they were doctors, 

that she’d had a stroke. But I knew you would’ve told me, since you and I are 
neighbors, like today we often chat by the mailbox, about Mrs. Grayson and 
what became of  her blue car and the boy who brought her and if  the red dress 
you found by the road belonged to Kate.

“When I asked Mrs. Stone, she said one of  the men visiting you mother 
was an undertaker. The other was a lawyer.”

“Whose lawyer?”
“I don’t know, I don't think he’s from here, but the undertaker, I’ve seen 

him before, he’s from Fresno. Baylor knows him, from Masonic Lodge.”
“So?”
“Please be patient, Mrs. Watkins. This won’t take a minute and I think it’s 

important for you to hear.”
“Well, hurry up. I got food in the oven.”
“I’ll be as brief  as I can. I want to give you the full story.
“Mrs. Stone said the men came three or four times, bringing your mother 

flowers—and candy, Mrs. Ricks loves See’s candy. Mrs. Stone said at first your 
mother was upset, she kept saying she had to talk to her daughter, Elvira. But 
then you didn’t come to visit, I guess you were so busy with the farm and the 
political campaign, working in town with Baylor at headquarters. One day Mrs. 
Ricks told Mrs. Stone she’d decided to change some papers, something about 
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her insurance.”
“I was there last week—”
“Last week or the week before?”
“I can’t remember—” 
I could imagine Mrs. Watkins putting a hand to her forehead.
“Well, Mrs. Stone is quite old, but she’s crystal clear—she used to work 

in the Bank of  Italy, as a teller, when banks gave farm loans instead of  fore-
closing. But since you and I are neighbors I thought I’d make sure, especially 
since all these years you’ve been running the farm, you’re an only child, and of  
course Delmus and I have always thought of  the farm as being yours alone, 
even if  once it belonged to Delmus’ uncle.”

“Baylor?”
“I’m sure he’d like to have it, it’s such good land. No, I mean Delmus’ 

Uncle Raymond. The Depression hit, he died. His wife and children lost it 
when the bank took over.”

“She wasn’t efficient. Need to weed out people like that—”
“I see you and Baylor agree, what with your nice bank accounts and the 

high interest you get from your t-bills since Reagan started the recession, tight-
ened up the money. Get rid of  all the little guys, the losers like Eckhart and 
Emory and Munson, the ones who can’t compete—the stupid, weak ones 
who’re going crazy because it rained twice and Sun Damsel went broke, who 
can’t watch the ads on TV, the grapevine song and the dancing cartoon rai-
sins, without crying. Streamline, reorganize, get lean and mean, beat the Japa-
nese—”

“That’s right. That why we’re strong for Reagan.”
“But didn’t your parents buy your place for a song, with the money they 

made running a bar during Prohibition? A speakeasy, wasn’t it? I thought they 
were charged by the IRS. Wasn’t there some trouble, about a girl getting poi-
soned?”

“She was carrying—” Mrs. Watkins sounded defensive. “She shouldn’t have 
been drinking.”

“It’s true, those things happen. It’s unfortunate, a tragic thing, but that’s 
another story and I don’t have a lot of  time. I’m afraid you might need to do 
something right away.”

“I got time—”
“Good. Fine. Let’s hope you do.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“The other day at Sunny Acres, when I was through visiting Mrs. Stone, 

I saw your mother again. She was telling the two men you never came to visit, 
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that when she was home you never fed her right.”
“What’s wrong with TV dinners?” 
“I don’t know. They had a board on her lap and she had a pen in her 

hand.”
“A pen?” 
In the background a truck went by and Mrs. Watkins’ Dobermans were 

barking.
“Can you hear me, Mrs. Watkins?” 
I raised my voice. 
“One of  the men, it was the lawyer, was leaning over your mother. The 

undertaker turned and asked if  he could help me, if  I wanted anything. I said 
I used to be a nurse, that I lived across the street from the daughter and just 
wanted to say hello, to see how Mrs. Ricks was. He asked me my name and then 
said he had your mother’s power of  attorney, that she was sick and couldn’t 
have any visitors.”

“You’ve got that wrong—” 
Mrs. Watkins’ breath against the phone sounded ragged.
“No, I recall distinctly. At the time I wondered if  I shouldn’t say some-

thing, but then I decided I wouldn’t invade your privacy. I have to admit it’s 
been on my mind, the few times I’ve seen you I’ve almost said something but 
then I didn’t. I almost said something at noon, out by the mailbox, when you 
gave me Kate’s red dress.

“Anyway, that’s been two weeks ago I was out at Sunny Acres and fi-
nally, when you called tonight, worried about Kate when you saw Delmus on 
the trellis—I know how nice you’ve been to her, giving her that book, that 
wonderful guide to Christian sex—and always asking how Mrs. Grayson is 
doing and where she came from and what happened to her car and the boy 
who drove her, asking if  the torn dress you found out by the road was Kate’s, 
when you knew it was—you knew your dogs tore it from the line—saying in 
so many words that the old woman had got my daughter and Eddie Dodge to 
sleep together, that maybe Kate might be pregnant, the way she eats one thing 
and not another, especially ice cream, then tonight, when Baylor called to say, 
well, you know what he said, what he wanted to know—I thought I just had to 
say something. The men, the lawyer and the undertaker, said your mother had 
called them, because she was alone and needed help.”

Mrs. Watkins didn’t answer. 
Maybe her mouth was opening in an “O” under her pointed nose, making 

the round dot for an exclamation mark like the ones in the sex book—
“There’s one more thing.”
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“What’s that?” 
“It’s the hardest to say.”
“Did my mother just die?”
“The Big D? No, I’m afraid it has to do with Charles—” 
A peacock screamed close by, almost in the room, maybe at Mrs. Wat-

kins’s barred kitchen window. 
“Charles Andover?”
“Wasn't he your lover? The one who tried to rape Lenore? I could hear 

your mother say that Charles knew what was right. He was smart. He wouldn’t 
choose a crooked attorney.”

“I’ve got to go—”
“What a shame to lose the ranch now, after you beat the rain two years 

running—”
“Get off, I’m going to call Baylor. He’ll know what to do—”
“He’s not home.”
“Where is he?” 
Mrs. Watkins sounded forlorn, like a lost child. It really was a shame, but 

truth was the truth, the Lawrences knew that. What did the Bible say? “Know 
the truth and it shall set you free.” 

“Gladys just called. I was talking to her about the rumor you and Baylor 
have been spreading, about Mrs. Grayson being the madam of  a brothel. What 
did you call it? Butterfly House? I asked her to talk to Baylor, because of  his 
hearing, because as Mrs. Grayson’s legal guardian I’ve been thinking of  filing 
suit against you both. But Baylor was out and Gladys asked if  he was over at 
your place, if  I’d seen his pickup—it’s embarrassing to say, but to be honest 
she asked me if  I thought you and he were, well, lovers, if  I’d ever seen him 
across the street with his briefcase, you know, those Indian stones he digs up, 
the magic penis each brave always carried, you know, like a spare—”

“Gone?” 
“With the wind. I told Gladys no, not that I knew of, just that you and 

Baylor worked together on the president’s campaign. She said Baylor might be 
up in Fresno, at the VA hospital. Delmus’ll have to get hold of  him tomor-
row.”

“Hospital?” 
“Didn’t you know? Baylor goes twice a week, to see Charles.”
“God.” 
The phone crackled, hitting something.
“Mrs. Watkins?”
I thought I heard a groan.
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“Shall I call the ambulance? I’m a nurse.”
Why hadn’t I answered when Mrs. Watkins said hello? 
I hadn’t spoken, I didn’t have the spine, I’d never make that call—just like 

I hadn’t pushed by Reverend Hobbs and brought the child from the bus into the house and 
locked the door— 

Anyway, Mrs. Watkins wouldn't have gone for it. She’d had her mother sign everything 
over, so she was eligible for Medicaid—Mrs. Watkins paid no doctors’ bills and the ranch 
was hers, while she and Baylor railed against welfare. 

But would it help, I wondered, in the end, when the clerk with dusty wings, the one 
behind the counter like the counter in the bank, said, “Ah, not so fast, let’s see, let me take 
a look,” turning to the rows of  books behind him on the shelves, each one with my name 
printed on it in gold? 

 “In ’84, the end of  August, didn’t you finally stand up for yourself ?” He flipped the 
pages, licking his yellowed finger. “Yes, here it is. August 25th, nine-thirty. You almost told 
Mrs. Watkins off, after 25 years of  abuse. Hmmm. And earlier, out of  doors, something 
about a sick little girl, yes, right here, perhaps you helped another in need—” 

He read a little more, then smiled and shook his head—“‘Almost.’ Not ‘all’ or ‘most,’ 
just ‘almost.’ I’m sorry,”—letting the heavy ledger fall closed with a thud. 

“I’m afraid you were right, when you first came in. This time around—” 
“I know,” I said, “heaven can wait.” 
He nodded, sadly, he was so very sorry, then turned, winking at Mr. and Mrs. Law-

rence. 
I hadn't seen my stepparents before, they were both in their good, black Sunday 

clothes. 
“You wouldn’t listen when the devil was at the door, you were too smart, even when 

Jesus Christ stood by the fireplace in the living room.” 
Together, helping one another, they pulled the heavy lever as I fell and fell and fell. 
All my life I’d bitten my tongue, never saying what I really thought or felt. 

I turned from the phone, grabbing the silver oven mitt.
I threw open the oven door and jerked back from the hot blast— 
Shadrach, Meshack, Abednego, I thought, like a reflex. Mrs. Nebuchadnezzar.
Forehead, cheek, eyes blazed. I wanted someone else to feel this heat, 

pain, to burn. I hated everyone. They should die. I wanted to kill two or three 
people.

Did sick people think this way, mass murderers? The man with the gun, 
under the Golden Arches in San Diego who began shooting at the hamburger 
stand? Marvin Gaye’s father, who killed his son, the singer who did “I Heard It 
Through the Grapevine,” the song on the California dancing raisin commer-
cial? The gay man with the knife and his unfaithful lover’s heart in his pocket 
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the police had arrested in Fresno?
Butterfly House. 
It was true that Mrs. Grayson was really Dolly Mable, famous prostitute 

from Acacia who’d slept with unknown faceless thousands, beguiled and en-
trapped young women to do the same for her own selfish profit. All along I 
had known her name, now tonight I’d learned her profession, if  once or twice 
I hadn’t already suspected. 

Once or twice? I’d known all along, a part of  me had. That was what had 
made me the way I was all my life. 

That was why I had come up with “Mrs. Grayson,” on the spur of  the 
moment, when I turned weeping from the blue Cadillac and my mother’s re-
lieved pitiful face and called to Kate to help get the guest room ready—

And it was true that Kate had been going to Dolly Mable’s—the Big 
D’s—room all summer long, that she was sneaking out at night to meet Ed-
die Dodge. Dolly had probably arranged it, had Kate tell the boy it would “all 
work out,” how he and she were like Dolly and Ramon, Dolly’s true love I’d 
heard her telling Eddie Dodge about when I picked up the phone two days 
ago— 

“You and Kate are just like Ramon and I, a long time ago—”
But not bothered to explain, to warn Kate about—                        
I went through the living room with the plate in my glove. 
I looked out the window at the vine canes that rose darkly and fluttered in 

the wind, for a second bright as they caught the light from the house. Or was 
it the moon? 

The way the lit living room was reflected in the window, the lamps and 
long beige sofa rested out in the vineyard.

I thought of  Kate walking through the field of  leaves, heard the sound 
of  night water jostling morning glory, saw the moon shine in the car’s chrome, 
Dolly Mable’s Cadillac parked beside the ditch, next to the tall standpipe full 
of  water for Mrs. Watkins’ wine grapes, to keep them green. 

The car door hung open, the dome light on. Eddie, tonight was the best—
The phone rang again, like a pistol shot. I hesitated, then set down the 

plate and ran back into the kitchen. 
Now I was ready—
“Mrs. Watkins!”
“Kyla? Jim Briggs, calling about the bins.”
“Bins?” 
“The boxes.”
He hadn’t said “Bees,” it wasn’t Willis White calling in the early springtime, 
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wanting to bring the bees for pollination, just before the plums and peaches 
broke into bloom. 

“I’ve been trying to get through but your line’s been busy.”
It wasn’t spring, it was almost fall. The weather was changing, it was time 

for it to rain again and ruin the raisins, because of  El Nino or the Greenhouse 
Effect, or Mt. St. Helens blowing up. 

I knew about the raisin bins but I still thought of  bees, not of  the neat 
white boxes stacked on the truck with Willis White stamped on their ends, but 
the natural domes, the big hives in Utah on all the highway signs.

“I called earlier this afternoon, but it was busy then too.”
I saw the blue windmills on the salt and pepper.
“My mother called, from Merced.” 
Utah, where everything was named for something in the Bible, and wom-

en used to have many husbands, or husbands wives. Polygamy, that’s what my 
mother practiced, the opposite of  marriage. What she’d practiced with my 
father, whoever he was—“Who’s my father?” I had asked when I was five, and 
Dolly had answered, “The moon and the stars and the purple wisteria at your 
window, the blooms you smell at night—”

“I didn’t want Delmus to think I’d forgot him. We’ve been awful busy.”
“Us too,” I said. 
As bees? Each spring, the red-leaved Hollywood plum’s hundred clusters 

of  pink blossoms were alive and buzzing with the bees working and working. 
It was always near Easter when Willis White brought the bees, Easter went by 
March 21st and the moon.

“I know tomorrow’s Sunday, but I was wondering if  I could bring over the bins. Kill 
two birds with one stone. Delmus mentioned he was having a little party, the last time I saw 
him.”

Dome, bees, moon, honey. Lovers. The Land of  Milk and Honey. 
Wild bees nested in the hollow walls of  the old milkhouse the falling star 

hit in 1930, and when Delmus pulled it down with a tractor and chain, honey 
flowed in gallons like gold oil from a hogshead. With fruit buckets quickly we 
scooped it up from the standing pool and poured the honey into milk cans. 

There was a poem about that—I’d read lots as a girl, hiding my books un-
der my bed at the Lawrences, that’s why I’d loved it when Delmus read aloud, 
not sad stories, though. 

“Monday comes early, when you make your living on sandy land.”
It was “Kubla Khan,” by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the classic that began, 

“In Xanadu did Kubla Khan/ A stately pleasure dome decree—” 
He wrote part of  it down after waking from an opium dream, until he 



    65

was interrupted by the visitor selling something, somebody from Porlock. 
Coleridge couldn’t remember the rest, the phantom poem went on and on. 
How did it end? 

“Weave a circle round him thrice,/ And close your eyes with holy dread,/ For he on 
honeydew hath fed,/ And drunk the milk of  Paradise.”

“Kyla, Delmus isn’t there now, is he?”
And there was something else, about the moon and a demon lover: “An-

cestral voices prophesying war!”
“He’s stepped out,” I said. “He thought he heard a prowler.”
God is a rose and the angels are bees. Delmus had said that, the other night in 

his sleep. Then, suddenly: “Naomi.”
“Someone stole the battery out of  my truck the other night.”
“They did?”
“Yeah, the rascals. They sell it to buy dope.” 
“Do you want me to have Delmus call you?”
“No, I’m going to bed. You tell Delmus I’ll bring the bins tomorrow. If  he doesn’t want 

me to, he can call me first thing in the morning.”
On the stairs beside the ivy wallpaper it was finally quiet, like the sleeping 

porch, where Delmus’ mother Florence used to nurse her bad heart, lie on the 
spring bed in her housecoat through the endless boring summer afternoons, 
Gelusels in their wrappers forgotten on the blistered sill by the screen, behind 
her the dusty stacks of  Posts and Lifes and Reader’s Digests and Ladies’ Home Jour-
nals lining the wall. 

Here I could rest. Here nothing ever happened, no one lived, wind never 
blew, it never rained. Only dust fell, words drifting down in pieces, like snow.

“Just a second, I’ll be right up.”
“Where’s the broom?”
“At the bottom of  the stairs.”
“Is the laundry ready?”
“I’ll throw it down.”
“Is Dad up there?”
Xanadu.
I stopped at my mother’s door, then went on to Kate’s. 
“That was ‘Cry-i-i-i-ing,’ on your big K-MAKE Orbison Weekend!”
I listened, then tapped the painted wood. I tried the knob but I knew the 

door was locked.
It used to be people left their houses open, even when they were gone to 

the coast, out of  town for the week. Now everyone locked his own room, put 
bars on the windows. 
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I heard the back and forth spiraling sway of  what sounded like Indian 
snake charmer music.

“Where the Nile flows/ And the moon glows—”
“Kate? Are you in there?”
“On the silent sand/ Of  an ancient land—” 
There was no answer. The room was empty, I could tell, the radio played 

alone. Kate had gone, down the trellis to her lover, the father— 
“When a dream dies,/ And a heart cries,/ ‘Shadaroba’ is the word/ They whisper 

low.”
I leaned my shoulder against the door.
“‘Shadaroba, Shadaroba,’/ Means ‘The future is much better/ Than the past.’”
I closed my eyes, I heard Delmus’ voice, once again telling the story of  

Cherokee— 
A long time ago, in the late ’20s, Stanton Winslow and his wife lived down Linda 

Verde by the big oak with the rope swing, where the Ransoms’ house is now. They got by on 
old-age pensions, $30 a month, and only had the shack, a Model T truck and a chestnut 
mare called Cherokee. 

Stanton could hardly walk, he was all broken down from riding too many horses. He’d 
worked on ranches, driven cattle from Texas to Montana, signed up at 39 for the cavalry 
and fought in the Spanish American War, before he joined Bill Cody’s Wild West Show. He 
fired blanks at Sioux warriors from the Little Big Horn, at Sitting Bull.

His wife, her name was Ella, would give me raisin cookies and lemonade when I went 
over to play on the swing. Stanton told me stories about Indians and grizzly bears, about 
Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders, how Teddy called it ‘a splendid little war’ and stayed 
for a week and fought for a day, rode up San Juan Hill and sailed home. 

“The charge itself  was great fun,” Teddy said. “Oh, but we had a bully fight.”
Roosevelt wanted the Medal of  Honor and was mad when the Congress said no. At the 

Cuban docks the boat left half  the Rough Riders behind with their horses. The 10th Negro 
Cavalry—Endicott Lowell was with them—got nothing at all—just their captain, “Black 
Jack” Pershing, won the Silver Star. 

Stanton said he didn’t know any Indians who took scalps, but white soldiers did, for 
souvenirs. Up in Idaho in a freak fall blizzard he saw a Blackfoot brave walk up to a griz-
zly, shoot it point blank with a rifle, then skin it out and climb inside so he looked like a 
sleeping bear.

“Del,” he’d say after a while, “you better start home. It’s near time to help your dad 
milk the cows. Now tell Ella goodbye.”

And I’d step over and thank Ella for the cookies and lemonade and she’d give me a 
hug.

One summer night Stanton heard hooves kicking at the fence, then snorting and a 
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whinny like a rearing horse. He got out of  bed and from the porch he saw something pale 
as a ghost. 

It was a big white horse, running ’round and ’round outside the corral. 
Stanton pulled on his boots and went out and stood by the fence, watching the stallion 

race around him. He’d never seen such a horse, so clean and tall with an Arabian’s long 
chiseled head. 

The horse stopped, stood ten feet tall on its hind legs, waving its hooves over the top 
rail at the mare. Stanton reached over and opened the gate and the white horse went in with 
Cherokee. They ran in circles, until the mare stopped short and the white horse came up and 
stood beside her, both of  them looking at Stanton.

In the morning Stanton and Ella were having coffee when a sheriff ’s car drove in. Wig-
gins, he was sheriff, and his deputy came to the door. A man in a black top hat and a red 
long-tailed coat and shiny black boots ran to the corral. 

Wiggins was taking Stanton in, for rustling. The white horse belonged to a circus that 
was passing through, one of  those trick horses that carried acrobats and monkeys on its 
back. Wiggins said Stanton had stolen it, at night. 

“I didn’t take that horse,” Stanton said.
“There he is,” Wiggins said, “unless I’m seeing things.”
The white horse stood beside Cherokee. The deputy held out the cuffs.
But then the ringmaster hurried over with his whip, he lifted off  his top hat. 
“Sir, you saved Dancer,” he said. “You have my lasting gratitude. Last night he acted 

up and this morning he was gone. Dancer must have scented the mare.”
The ringmaster thanked Stanton for taking the horse off  the road, for making sure 

Dancer didn’t get hit by a car.
“Dancer,” Stanton said, he leaned one hand on the porch post, looking at the white 

horse. “That’s a good name for him.”
The ringmaster gave Stanton 10 dollars and three tickets. That week Stanton and 

Ella took me to see Dancer, to a bare field near Dinuba where a big top was pitched and a 
hundred cars were parked in a straw-covered lot.

 It was a real circus—there was an elephant, an animal tamer with a gun and a lion 
and tiger in a cage, monkeys dressed in red suits, a high-wire act and two girls in tights hold-
ing hands and standing on the horses’ rumps—but Dancer was the star of  the show. 

He did everything the ringmaster asked him to do—jumped through hoops on fire, 
wore a blindfold and climbed up and down stairs, with his teeth he pulled a rope that fired a 
cannon and white doves flew out the barrel.

Then he left the ring and ran twice around the track, along the first row of  seats while 
the ringmaster talked through the loudspeaker. 

“Now Dancer, you have met our guests firsthand. I’m happy to announce that we have 
good news for two members of  our audience. Their tickets have been drawn from the barrel 
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and each lucky winner will receive a handsome prize!
“Dancer, would you please inform Mr. McReedy—I believe he’s a gentleman in a green 

hat and brown vest—and then lovely Mrs. James, a young woman with a red-haired babe 
in arms?” 

The white horse raced up to a man with a green ten-gallon cowboy hat and pawed his 
hoof  in the straw, then swiveled and ran until he found the woman with the baby and whin-
nied, rocking his head. 

“Thank you, Dancer. Now we know where our winners are and their gifts can be 
awarded. In the meantime, I have one other request. May we dim the lights?”

The oohs and ahs and clapping and whistling stopped, the tent got quiet as Dancer 
stood at attention, facing the ringmaster as he heard the instructions.

“There are brave men here tonight, distinguished veterans of  the dire conflict between 
the states, and of  two foreign wars. Now I ask you, Dancer, what brave patriot among us 
left a precious limb across the sea, in the Republic of  France, at Belleau Wood, as if  to say, 
‘Lafayette, the debt is paid!’?”

Dancer took off  like an arrow, his white main swept back, then in the middle of  his 
gallop he skidded to a stop, wheeled sharp and trotted slowly back around the circle, looking 
at the people in the stands, at one face and then another. After a while he hesitated, he halted 
and backed up. He stood still, staring at a young guy about 30 wearing jeans and a suit coat, 
then lowered his head.

“Sir, can you tell us, has Dancer found our hero, the deserving recipient of  the Croix 
de Guerre?”

The man frowned, confused, looking left and right. The crowd groaned but Dancer 
didn’t budge, he kept his ground, his head still dipped, and then the man stood up and took 
off  his coat and lifted an arm gone above the elbow. 

The band started playing “Over There.” The crowd went wild so you had to cover your 
ears, and Dancer reared and left the track, ran around the ring and behind a tent with a 
blue curtain over the door. 

The curtain opened and the ringmaster stepped out all in sparkling white, he’d just 
ducked inside to change clothes. First he stared one way, and then the other, he whispered, “Is 
he listening? Can we speak?”

He waited, with a hand to his ear, and the crowd whispered, “Yes.”
“Good. Now may I ask the puzzling question on everyone’s mind?” 
There was a hubbub and the ringmaster raised his voice, he was talking confidentially 

to the audience, maybe together they could solve the mystery. 
“Is he only a horse?”
A wave of  voices answered and he raised a hand.
 “If  only a horse, what horse?” 
Now there was a slow drum roll as the lights went down. 
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“Alexander the Great had a stallion—his name was Bucephalus. The loyal animal 
was buried in a tomb, in the city Alexander named after him. Bucephalus wept as he died.

“Remember Bull Run and Gettysburg?”
The band played a chorus from “Dixie,” very low.
“Robert E. Lee rode a horse, Traveler was his name, for 30 years they journeyed to-

gether, in peace and war and peace again.”
The music stopped and the ringmaster lifted a white glove into the spotlight, as if  to 

block the blinding light that caught him by surprise. 
“Christ Our Lord Himself  told the disciples that when they entered Jerusalem—

Jerusalem!—on Palm Sunday they should look for a house with a white horse tethered in 
front. 

“Who was this horse? Was he a horse? And if  not a horse, if  a man—now 
wait—”

The ringmaster closed his eyes and shook his head, talking faster: 
“We-know-the-heathens-in-India-believe-the-soul-of-a-man-at-the-death-of-the-body-

may-enter-a-living-animal—
“But I ask you, now you be the judge, is he animal, if  his spirit is human?”
Again the drum roll started up, louder and faster. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, you each must decide, answer for yourselves the enigma of  the 

century!
“Who is DANCER?” 
He took off  his white top hat as Dancer stepped from the blue curtain into the spot-

light, bowing his head, putting out a shiny hoof  to the sound of  trumpets. 
The ringmaster set a heart-shaped wreath of  roses over Dancer’s ears, then raised his 

hand and Dancer reared, standing high on two legs, and they trotted around the straw track, 
Dancer prancing with his hooves and arching his neck like a Tennessee Walker and the ring-
master waving his hat, and they ran out the door of  the big top and everyone kept clapping 
and shouting to one another about what secret way the horse had done his tricks.

“Who’s Dancer?” I asked Stanton on the way home. “Is he just a horse?”
“No,” Stanton said. “He’s the spirit of  an Indian.” 
And later, the next June, Cherokee foaled, a pinto, a piebald colt Stanton named Pie. 

It was smart, like its father, white with brown spots. 
Every day I went over to help Stanton train Pie while Ella watched from her chair on 

the porch. Stanton taught the colt to answer voice commands, a certain whistle. It could dance 
on its hind feet and shake hands with its hoof. 

Endicott Lowell saw it. He couldn’t believe it. He held the horse’s face in his hands, 
looking into its eyes. 

“Now this is a horse, the one I’ve been waiting for. Don’t you think, Walt?”  
Endicott gave Stanton a little engraved bridle, one he’d brought back from Turkey, it 
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was made special for a colt. Each time Endicott came to pick up the old horses for the render-
ing plant, he’d go over to look at Pie, to see what new things Stanton had taught him.

But one morning Stanton Winslow came stumbling into the barnyard. He was crying. 
Endicott was there. 

“What’s wrong, Stanton,” Walt asked him. “Is it Ella?”
Stanton couldn’t answer, he just rocked his head.
Walt got Stanton in the Dodge and we drove up the street.
In the corral Cherokee lay on the ground, dead, stiff. Pie was sick, he blinked his eyes 

and wobbled, trying to stand. 
My dad poured milk down his throat, then made him swallow grease. Endicott mixed 

something out of  wine and baking soda and some brown powder he carried in a leather bag. 
He put his ear to the colt’s heart, then gave him mouth to mouth. 

But Pie died. We dug all day, my father and Endicott and I, a deep hole under that 
oak, the one with the old rope swing hanging from it. The two horses are buried under that 
tree. 

Walt found poisoned grain on the top board of  the fence. There was a neighbor next 
door, a guy named Grandy, who had ground squirrels. He’d set out poison and wanted 
Stanton to put some out too, because the squirrels were running back and forth. But Stanton 
wouldn’t do it, he didn’t want it near the horses.

Walt told Grandy he should kill him, he would kill him, if  anything else ever hap-
pened. None of  the neighbors would talk to Grandy after that. A few months later Grandy 
sold out and moved away and then Ella died of  a stroke.

Ella was Stanton’s second wife. His first wife was Indian, a Paiute from Nevada, 
from near Walker Lake. Soldiers had killed her, Stanton found her burned-out camp, my 
father said.

Walt and I would go over to visit Stanton each Sunday, to take him chicken my mother 
made. My dad tried to give him a horse but Stanton said he didn’t want it, he didn’t want 
any more horses. 

One Sunday I went across the street to play with Jimmy and Walt took Stanton the 
food and knocked on his door. There wasn’t any answer and when Walt stepped into the 
cabin he found Stanton dead in his bed, a half-empty bottle of  whiskey on his chest. 

And after that other bad things started to happen, Raymond got worse and died from 
the gas, Margaret lost the farm to the bank and Jimmy moved away, I never saw him again 
and later he got killed in the war. 

Sometimes I’d walk over and ride on the swing under the oak. One time I came home 
and my parents were sitting in the kitchen. Something had happened, I don’t know what it 
was, maybe my dad had got back from the bank.

My mother was upset, she said, “Delmus, I don’t want you swinging anymore. You hear 
me? I’ve told you before.”
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“How come?” I said. “I’m not bothering anybody.”
I liked swinging from the rope, knowing the horses were there. When I swung fast 

through the air it was like I was riding Dancer and Cherokee and Pie were running beside 
us, the wind was blowing their manes and tails and they were alive again, racing fast across 
the Valley. It was a good place.

“I don’t care,” she said. “You just don’t.”
“Why not?” I said. I looked over at my Dad.  He was staring out the kitchen win-

dow.
“Because,” said my mother. “Because—”
She turned to my dad.
“Walt, you tell him!”
My dad shook his head.
“Under—” my mother said, she was angry, waving her finger at me, trying to get the 

words out. 
“Under, under that—”
“Under that oak,” said my father, now he looked me in the eye, “two hearts are buried. 

That’s what your mother means.” 

“Shadaroba.”
I lifted my head from the door and with the plate of  eggs moved down 

the hall to my mother’s room. 
The future is much better than the past . . . 
I raised my free hand and knocked, waiting for the string to pull the lock 

free and open the hot room.
Knock knock.
Who’s there?
Animal.
Or spirit?
“Delmus, don’t swing there anymore.”
“Why?”
“Under that oak two hearts are buried.”
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            Michael Baccam  
         Heart and Lungs

Miranda was still, as if  she weren’t looking for me, as if  she belonged exactly 
where she stood. She kept her gaze straight ahead, slowly scanning the room 
with her eyes. I didn’t signal to her right away. I wanted to see if  she could spot 
me, if  I looked different to her from any other guy. After a minute, I held my 
hand up and she smiled, less relieved than genuinely happy to see me. 

She walked across the diner and said, “You’re my step-dad’s friend.”
“He’s my boss.”
“Oh,” she sat down across from me in the booth.
She was pretty but not obscenely so. Her tangled red-blonde hair came 

down to her shoulder blades. She had high cheek bones, freckles on the bridge 
of  her nose, green eyes. She looked like the average college student, but I 
hadn’t interacted with anyone as young or attractive in a long time.

Though I knew exactly where the money was, I fished through my brief-
case and came out with an envelope full of  twenties. “From your parents,” I 
said.

She peeked into the envelope and squinted at the bills, maybe counting 
them. Taking a breath, she cleared her throat. She pulled the money out, folded 
it in half, and stuck it in her purse, which had a glossy finish over a collage of  
old movie stars: Cary Grant, Natalie Wood, Lena Horne, Rita Hayworth. 

“Everything fine?” I asked.
“Yeah, it’s dumb,” she said. “But thanks.” 
I didn’t know what she thought was dumb, me or the money or the situa-

tion, but I said, “No problem.” Then she just sat there, smiling while I sipped 
my coffee. I expected her to get up and leave, to take the money and go. She 
barely moved.

“You want a cup of  coffee?” I asked.
“Maybe some pancakes,” she said.

A couple days earlier, Vince, my boss, had told me I needed time off  because 
I looked like shit, tired and distracted. He proposed a vacation for me, sending 
me down to Davis on my own money to run an errand for him. He wanted me 
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to give some cash to his step-daughter, Miranda, to convince her to come up 
and visit her mom. They hadn’t seen her in a couple years, since she dropped 
out of  high school her junior year and hitchhiked down the coast, and they 
only talked to her on the phone when she called for Christmas. I was sup-
posed to tell Miranda that her parents were wrecked about not seeing her. In 
truth, Vince was happy to get the girl out of  his hair and her mother had only 
recently started wondering about her.

Beside the fact that I was a push-over, Vince knew that I’d lived in the 
Central Valley before Portland. At first, I told him I wasn’t sure, but then he 
threatened to get someone with more spunk on my job. It was true that I 
wasn’t the most enthusiastic employee, but designing hokey folders for Port-
land Real Estate didn’t require much liveliness. If  I would’ve thought about it 
much, I probably would’ve quit. Nobody brags about a job like that. But I liked 
the mindlessness of  it, and I didn’t want to bother finding another job, so I 
told Vince that Davis sounded like a fine getaway.

After he patted me on the shoulder, I asked him why he or his wife didn’t 
run the money down to the girl themselves.

“She won’t listen to us,” he said.
“And she’ll listen to me?”
“Just give her the money. She’ll listen. Tell her her Mom’s sad, you know, 

just lay it on thick. Maybe she won’t care, but that’s not my problem. She likes 
anyone more than she likes us.”

He gave me her phone number and five-hundred dollars cash. I thought 
about pocketing some of  it and only giving the girl a couple hundred, but there 
was no reason to do that. I didn’t have anyone to spend it on anyway.

I checked into a cheap highway hotel outside of  Sacramento, the city I’d lived 
in for almost a dozen years. I’d moved to Portland after Leslie filed for divorce. 
Our baby, Caleb, who was only ten months old, had died from Meningitis a 
year before. We woke up one day and realized that he wasn’t crying, that he 
hadn’t made a sound while we slept in late, and when Leslie went to check on 
him, he was dead. She left the house and got in her car but didn’t drive away. 
I didn’t even know what had happened. She cried in the car and I had to coax 
her back into the house. I tried to keep her from seeing the paramedics and 
the police while I dealt with them. There was no consoling her, of  course, so 
I just let her alone most the day, kept an eye on her. And then, in a week, she 
memorialized Caleb by placing photos of  him near the fireplace, the television, 
the bookcases.

 For a year after his death, Leslie said I was too unaffected. That I didn’t 
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care about my own baby. And when, offhandedly, I said, “You shouldn’t let it 
get to you so much,” she was gone again, and this time I knew exactly what 
had happened. She knocked the letter-holder off  the wall and the phone off  
the desk on her way out the door. 

After she filed for divorce, I packed a suitcase and flew to Portland, where 
I had lived during undergrad. The suitcase was all I kept. I had left everything 
else to her, especially all of  our joint belongings – the furniture, the kitchen-
ware, gifts from our wedding – because I didn’t want to bother finding a place 
for them in my condo. I let her keep the money she made off  what she sold as 
long as she paid me for what was left on the house. It was an easy settlement. 
She wanted me out of  her life as soon as possible and I didn’t put up a fight.

It’d been five years since I was last in California. I would’ve stayed away 
longer, maybe forever, but Sacramento was on the way to Davis, so I decided 
to get a hotel there. I thought it’d be nice to go to my favorite restaurants or 
check out my old neighborhood, see how the city had changed. Once I got to 
the outskirts of  the city, though, I pulled over at the closest hotel and tried to 
go to bed.

But it was only seven o’clock, the sun was out, and being in Sacramento 
put me on edge, like I was supposed to be nostalgic, like I should’ve been sur-
rounded by old friends. There wasn’t anyone I wanted to see who would want 
to see me too, so I decided to call Vince’s step-daughter. I figured she’d be a 
decent distraction for the night and then I could pack up and go home. There 
wasn’t anything I could do in Davis or Sacramento that I couldn’t do back in 
Portland. I’d get the money out of  the way and that’d be it for the vacation.

It took me a while to work up the nerve to call the girl – I didn’t have 
much of  a knack for talking to people and I was hesitant to walk into Vince’s 
problems, though I was already most of  the way there. When I finally dialed 
the number, sitting on my bed, counting out four rings, I was hoping I could 
just leave a message. But then she actually picked up and I stumbled out a 
clumsy introduction.

“So, do you just want to meet up or something?”
“Yeah, of  course.” She sounded happy and that surprised me. “I’d love 

to.”
We agreed to meet at a diner near her apartment, and I told her I’d give 

her a call when I got there.
She said, “See you then,” like we were old friends meeting up for the first 

time in years.

Miranda had already eaten a third of  her pancakes when she asked if  her 
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step-dad made me come down just to give her the money.
“No,” I lied. I didn’t want her to think she was the only reason for my be-

ing in town. “I was in Sacramento anyway.” 
“What’s in Sacramento?”
“I used to live there,” I said. “Just checking back in. Taking a vacation.”
She laughed. “What a horrible fucking place to take a vacation.”
I didn’t respond. Miranda stopped laughing and tried to change her grin 

into an overly serious face, brows scrunched. When I didn’t smile at this, she 
leaned back and let out a long sigh, pushing her plate away. 

I asked her what she was studying in school. She shrugged.
Watching her sit and eat without saying anything made me feel awkward, 

while, at the same time, she seemed to be completely comfortable. I asked if  
she was scared, meeting with a stranger like this.

“You’re not exactly the most threatening man I’ve met.”
I took this as a compliment and said, “The scariest people are the ones 

you don’t expect to be threatening.”
“So I’m supposed to be scared of  you?”
“No, not at all. But maybe you should be more careful.” I immediately 

regretted saying that. I must’ve sounded like an old prude.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I already know how I’m going to die.”
“Sure,” I said.
“Do you want to know?”
“No.”
“Yes you do.”
“Really, I don’t,” I said.
She sighed and slumped in her seat even more. She was pouting.
“Okay,” I said. “Tell me.”
She glanced at me and then out the window.
“Now you won’t say?”
“You’re just trying to humor me.”
I couldn’t argue, so I sipped my coffee, looked for the waitress. 
“Are you going to take up your dad’s offer?”
“My dad’s dead.”
I wanted to correct myself, step-dad, but it wasn’t worth it.
I said, “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”
She laughed again, shook her head.
My coffee was gone, and I kept tipping the cup toward me, watching the 

remaining dark drop slide around.
“I kind of  want to go to the beach,” she said suddenly. “Want to come? 



    76

You are on a vacation.”
“No,” I said. “But you can go if  you want.”
She scooted out of  the booth and stood, dropping a twenty onto the 

table. “Thanks for the pancakes.” As she walked away she said, “Call me if  you 
change your mind about the beach.”

I passed my hotel and went to my ex-wife’s house on the way back from Davis 
because I wanted to see if  it was any different after five years. Driving around 
the block, I saw that none of  the lights were on. It occurred to me that she 
might have been sleeping, but it was still only nine o’clock on a Friday, so I 
took my chances and parked, walked to the side of  the house.

I don’t know what I intended to do once I got inside. I may have just 
wanted to see if  I could do it: access Leslie’s life without her knowing, as if  it 
were my right. When I moved out, the latch to the bathroom window was bro-
ken; it was one of  the things I was supposed to fix. To find that the latch still 
didn’t work made me feel as though I’d won some sort of  battle, and I lifted 
the window and pulled myself  into our old home. I kept the lights off  and 
stumbled around in the dull yellow of  a lily-shaped nightlight in the hallway, an 
old birthday present to Leslie from one of  her dead aunts.

It took me a minute to realize that, even with the nightlight still where 
it used to be, almost everything else was different. The moon shone brightly 
enough through the windows that I could see the place decently. I stopped 
hunching, sneaking, and stood upright as if  I belonged there, and walked 
around thinking nobody was home. Everything was new. The wall between the 
kitchen and living room was gone and my old sleeper-sofa I’d had since grad 
school was replaced with a tan leather couch. There was also a big entertain-
ment center, a marble mantle above the fireplace, an island in the kitchen with 
burners on top of  it, stools along one edge. Everything was rearranged and the 
house was much nicer than it had been when I last saw it. I wondered if  Leslie 
even still lived there. Maybe she’d sold the house and left the nightlight. But 
there were a few signs of  her – the fireplace with three logs placed perfectly so 
it’d be easy to start a fire at any time, her “to file” and “to do” piles of  mail near 
the phone, the four half-full glasses of  tea, coffee, milk, water, cider, whatever 
– it could be anything, she was obsessed with having a drink nearby – scattered 
on top of  various tables and counters.

The living room was clean and there were magazines on the coffee table, 
The Economist, Barron’s, Vanity Fair. The first thing of  mine that I saw in the liv-
ing room was my RCA record player in the corner near the bookcase. It was 
on top of  my cherry wood music cabinet, and I could see a crateful of  records 
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stacked on the bottom shelf. I was tempted to grab the ones I wanted – she 
never appreciated jazz and old rock records, or, really, anything that she wasn’t 
raised to be interested in anyway – but having them would make me think 
about Leslie more, so I turned away and just hoped that she didn’t throw out 
my Coleman Hawkins records. She had already destroyed some of  my favorite 
records, throwing them across the room, at the wall. That was the only way 
she knew how to be angry – throwing things, slamming doors, the anger trans-
ferred to objects. She’d be fine, poised and calm, and then she’d just explode. 
I usually just sat and watched. 

Really, she probably kept the cabinet and player because they seemed cul-
tured, classic. And they might not have been my records anyway. Maybe they 
were her new husband’s. I didn’t know. All I knew about him was that he ex-
isted, this news coming from an awkward run-in with a mutual friend who was 
more Leslie’s than mine.

That didn’t bother me much. It was to be expected. But what I didn’t 
expect was the complete absence of  Caleb’s baby pictures. I’d felt guilty about 
how cold I had acted after his death, and I’d begun to think maybe Leslie was 
right about me not caring about our son as much as she did. Now, though, as 
I stood in her home, I thought she was the one who turned from our baby. It 
was a possibility I’d never considered. And I knew then that I’d always hold it 
against her. 

Then I thought maybe she had a new baby to go with her new husband. 
A stand-in baby. So I looked around for a sign of  this, but there was nothing. 
The house was clean, sterile, not a place for a kid. I remembered our stroller in 
the closet, the high chair at the table, the baby bouncer near the coffee table, 
but they were gone too. She’d probably given them away or stored them in the 
basement. 

I opened the refrigerator. It was as if  I were at home in Portland with 
nothing to do, opening the fridge to pass ten seconds of  boredom. All I found 
was bottled water and vegetables, condiments and leftovers. Beer. I reached 
in, took a Heineken and sat down at the kitchen table. I had tried to stop 
thinking about Leslie at all, stop caring about her, her new life or our old life, 
but I couldn’t. And now, even the table was different. We had a perfectly fine 
kitchen table, probably better than the one I was sitting at, bigger and dark 
mahogany. 

I peeled the label off  my beer and thought of  how Leslie would’ve turned 
out to be a horrible mother, selfish and quick to anger. How I would’ve been 
the good parent, how I was glad she didn’t have another child.

I closed my eyes and rested my forehead on the table. I wanted to stay. To 
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wait until Leslie and her husband came home and found me sleeping. To see 
what she’d do at the sight of  me again. She’d probably just yell a lot, maybe 
call the cops.

So I left. Took the beer with me, wiped the sweat off  the table with my 
sleeve, and went out the bathroom window.

When I got back to the hotel, all I really wanted to do was drive back to Port-
land. But it was too late, so I decided I’d rather get a drink. I called Miranda.

“I have to work tomorrow,” she said.
“Fine. Okay.”
“But I can call in,” she said.
“You don’t have to.”
“Have you changed your mind about the beach?”
“I’m not really in the mood.”
“Come on. I’ll buy you some swim shorts.”
I laughed a little. “Sure, fine,” I said.
“Meet me at the diner.” She hung up.
I didn’t know if  she really wanted my company, but I packed up, checked 

out and drove to the diner anyway. I might’ve just wanted to say hi or goodbye 
or just joking, but then I saw her standing outside, wearing a teal baby-doll 
dress, and I knew she wasn’t kidding about the beach. I stopped the car and let 
her in. It was almost midnight.

“You look cold,” I said as she sat down.
“You’re not the first person to stop and say that.”
As I drove down the interstate, she touched up her make-up.
“Why’d you help my parents?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “People tend to do favors for their bosses.”
“And that’s the only reason?”
“Yeah. Or maybe I wanted five minutes of  company. Now I’m stuck with 

you.”
“Maybe you just want to fuck me.” She stilled her hands and tried to 

hide her grin, acting as though she wasn’t waiting for a reaction. She probably 
thought she was scandalizing me.

“Didn’t even consider it,” I said, which was a lie, though I hadn’t let the 
thoughts get much further than a few harmless glances at her body. A distrac-
tion.

“Why don’t you visit your parents?”
“They aren’t my parents.”
“Your mom.”



    79

“She’s not my mom anymore. She’s just Vince’s woman, which is someone 
I could give a shit about. My mom died with my dad.” She flipped the mirror 
in the sun visor closed and stared at me as she puckered the lip gloss between 
her lips and opened her mouth again with a pop. “Vince picked her up off  the 
fucking scrap heap.”

“And then you ran away.”
“Don’t start with me.”
I didn’t. I just kept driving.
After a moment, Miranda let out a puff  of  breath and gazed out the win-

dow. “How much longer until we’re there?” 
“My first girlfriend liked this one beach, this place a little north of  San 

Francisco. I was thinking we’d go there. It’s probably an hour and a half  
away.”

“You take all the girls there?”
Miranda looked out the window, again, pleased with herself. 
“No,” I said. “Only one. And I was barely older than you then.”
“You must’ve been a late bloomer.”
“I think I did all right.”
We listened to the radio for the next ten minutes. It was late enough for the 

DJ on the classic rock station to start playing whole Led Zeppelin albums.
Miranda said, “Is this the kind of  stuff  you listened to at your prom?”
“No, it was all Duran Duran and Culture Club. How old do you think I 

am?”
“I don’t know, forty or something.”
She was right on, but her math was horrible. I was surprised she didn’t 

think I was older. I felt a lot older. “Zeppelin’s before me.”
“Whatever.”
Another couple minutes passed before she said, “My dad – my real dad, 

not Vince – he didn’t let me go to my first homecoming dance. It was the year 
he died.” She paused after this as if  trying to affirm the accuracy of  her state-
ment. 

“Anyway,” she continued, “there was a girl next door who was maybe six 
or seven. She went boating with her grandpa and there was a storm. His body 
washed up on a river bank. The cops and firemen and everyone, including my 
parents, tried to find the little girl’s body. All of  a sudden, she came walking 
out of  the woods, buck naked.” Miranda laughed. “She was holding berries in 
her hands, she was naked and eating berries out in the woods for three days. 
Should’ve been dead. The news called her a miracle girl. But, you know what, 
she had a shitload of  cuts on her and she’s probably still in therapy. 
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 “God, my dad worshiped that miracle girl.” She shook her head and 
leaned it back on the headrest as if  she were exhausted. “He didn’t let me go 
to the dance because I had to stay home and take in the miracle that was life 
instead of  going out. We played Monopoly.”

“Did you ever talk to the girl?”
“No. Soon enough, I was too busy with my dead father to care about the 

neighbors’ daughter.”
“Fair enough.”
Again, we listened to the radio. They were playing all of  Thick as a Brick.
Eventually, she inhaled deeply and let out a hmm. “I’m tired,” she said.
“You can sleep if  you want. I don’t mind.”
“We should get a place to crash for the night.”
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s too cold now anyway.”
She pressed her cheek flat to the window, maybe trying to gauge the 

temperature with her face, and I continued driving. After a few minutes, she 
brought her legs to her body and leaned against the door, closed her eyes.

We drove past a strip of  tall, brightly-lit hotels and checked into the place I’d 
stayed at with my first girlfriend. A hotel right next to the shore. The rooms 
were separated from Stinson Beach by a huge, green lawn that extended be-
yond their balconies and small, enclosed courtyards. The lobby and bar weren’t 
as crowded as I remembered them being. Apparently, the hotel district had 
moved up the shore and this one got left behind.

Miranda paid and picked a rectangle on the corner of  the map, a place on 
the ground floor. She walked ahead to our room and I followed. 

I said, “I could’ve paid for that.”
“I don’t mind,” she said. “I stumbled into some money recently.” 
“So you aren’t going to visit your parents?”
“No.” She kept walking.
“I bet they miss you.”
She didn’t respond.
“Is this how you make all your money? From strange old men?”
She stopped and turned to look at me. She stared into my eyes for a few 

seconds, and I smiled, trying to show her I was joking. Finally, she said, “Who 
cares?” and turned around, kept on walking.

When we got to the door, she unlocked it and then turned and smiled at 
me, holding the doorknob in her hand. “Come on,” she said as she backed into 
the room. “Try to keep up, okay?”

Once the door was closed, Miranda pulled a joint from her glossy purse 
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and lit up. I sat on the bed and she joined me, sitting cross-legged at my side. 
After a few minutes, she lied down and rested her head on my thigh. She 
looked out at our courtyard with its stone steps and wire table and chairs. Or 
she could’ve been looking beyond that, at the lawn or the sky.

I stared with her, imagined the beach where I first touched a girl’s breasts 
twenty years earlier. 

“Am I too old?” I asked, passing the joint back to her.
“For what?”
“I don’t know. For this.”
“No,” she said. “You’re not too old.”
When we killed the joint, Miranda got up and threw it in the toilet, turned 

the lights off. 
Then I slept with her. I almost didn’t mean to. Didn’t really want to. It 

might have been a natural occurrence, like it had to happen, but probably not. 
She stood at the side of  the bed and dropped her dress to the floor, took her 
underwear off. She didn’t hesitate for a second, though she left her bra on.

After a few minutes, what made me pause were her freckles, her eyes shut, 
her smooth skin. I felt pathetic, as though I was complicit in her immature self-
destruction, as if  there were no way she could want me. I thought maybe I was 
taking advantage of  her, and then I wanted to protect her from people like me. 
I wondered how many other men she had slept with in the past month, and I 
pretended to come.

When I lay next to her, she stayed still for a while before opening her eyes. 
I turned away and felt her fingers pressing into the mattress toward me, but she 
didn’t touch me. She waited for a response, and I tried my best to lie absolutely 
still; I barely breathed. Then she got off  the bed, wrapped the sheet around 
herself, and started the shower. I turned over and stared at the slit of  light es-
caping from underneath the bathroom door, thought of  the girl washing any 
sign of  myself  from her body.

At the end of  the bed, Miranda brushed her hair. I could feel flecks of  water 
hitting the comforter at the final tug of  the brush.

“So I’m on the beach and I’m just sitting there,” she said. “It isn’t cold, 
just windy. The waves are pretty high. And I’m just watching them and I feel 
like, I don’t know, like I’m wrapped up in the wind and the sand and the waves 
and the moonlight.”

I stayed silent, lying on my stomach.
“And then,” she continued. “The sand starts to move a little, cave in all 

around me. Then under me. And the moon is shining, caught on the waves 
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and everything, and I can see fine, you know, like it’s barely night. And out of  
the valleys come these little turtles. Hundreds of  them. Their rubbery bodies 
and their mouths flapping like crazy. They’re pushing with their arms, inching 
closer and closer. Except they aren’t going to the ocean like they’re supposed 
to, they’re coming to me. Some of  them pop out from underneath me, crawl 
up my body, up to my shoulders. And I look at their spotty little heads, their 
black, wet eyes, and smile at how new they are.” 

She stopped brushing her hair, put her hands in her lap.
“The waves keep going higher and higher. I can hear them getting louder, 

I can feel the ocean, the water spraying me. And then the turtles open their 
mouths real big, like they can unhinge their jaws or something, and they start 
biting me. The first one at my neck, then they’re all over me, chomping away. 
It’s like in those cartoons, you know? Where the bites don’t hurt and there are 
little teeth marks in the chunks of  your body that are bitten away. And it’s like 
I’m disappearing. It’s like I’m being erased and nothing is taking my place ex-
cept this emptiness and these baby turtles. And they just keep biting until they 
eat my eyes and hair, my heart and lungs. Then they go to the ocean and swim 
away and it’s like I was never there.”

When she stopped talking I missed her voice.
“That’s how you’re going to die?” I mumbled into the pillow.
She didn’t hear or chose not to respond and stood up to put her dress on. 

When she took the towel off, I tried not to look at her naked body. I said, “You 
shouldn’t be so focused on death.”

“I’m not focused on it,” she replied. “I just want it to be beautiful. Fuck 
being scared.”

“You shouldn’t think about it at all.”
“I have to wait until I’m as old as you, right? Until I’m old enough to be 

fucking my boss’s step-daughter.”
I didn’t want to bicker, so I said yeah, she’d have to at least wait that 

long.
But that just fired her up. She grabbed her purse and took out what was 

left of  the cash I’d given her. She dropped the bills onto the floor. “Take me 
home. I don’t give a shit about their money.”

 “I was just joking,” I said.
“There’s a reason I left, you know. It was awful living with them. Watching 

my mom fall over herself  to please a cocksucker like Vince.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I understand.”
“You helped him.” She knelt down and grabbed the bills off  the floor. 

“Do you want to take me home or should I call for a taxi?”
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“Let’s just go to the beach,” I said. “That’s what you wanted, right?” I 
went to my suitcase and pulled out a Cal-Poly sweatshirt, tossed it to Miranda. 
“You’ll freeze in that dress.” 

She caught the shirt and seemed surprised at my telling her what to do, 
but then she pulled the sweatshirt on and opened the door to the courtyard. 
Without waiting for me or saying anything, she unlatched the hip-high gate and 
walked straight out onto the wet lawn that stretched to the beach. She put the 
hood over her head and pulled the strings at her neck tight. Thin strands of  
her hair feathered away from her face.

She shouted back at me, “Why’d you let him push you around like that?”
I ran to catch up to her, and when I did, she said, “You’re so goddamn 

lifeless.”
I let her have her moment and walked beside her in silence. When we got 

to the drop-off  to the beach, she held onto my hand and we walked down the 
rocky, grassy slope. I felt her tug at my arm a few times, and I was happy that 
holding my hand wasn’t just a precaution, that I really had stopped her from 
falling.

The beach was littered with driftwood and weeds, rocks and coarse sand; 
this wasn’t what I remembered from twenty years ago. Dark cliffs hung jagged 
in the sky. The gigantic black shadows made me think of  bombs, of  the earth 
jumping up after an explosion and crashing back down to the ground. But the 
cliffs were suspended in the air. The crash pending.

Miranda walked toward the ocean and sat in the damp sand, pulled her 
knees to her chest.

I followed her and she stared at the waves as a few long strands of  her wet 
hair stuck to her face. Her dress was bunched at the top of  her pale thighs. The 
waves crashed into the shore and disintegrated, sank into the sand.

“Are you married?” she asked. I could barely hear her over the hissing of  
the ocean.

“Divorced.” 
She nodded.
“Sometimes I can’t stop thinking about my ex-wife,” I said suddenly.
Miranda didn’t even look up at me. She was smoothing out the sand 

around her, moving her hands in circles.
“That doesn’t mean I’m still in love with her.” 
“Good,” she said.
I crossed my arms and breathed in the heavy air. “You get used to a cer-

tain life, you know, and you expect it to continue.” I didn’t know why I was 
saying anything. Miranda didn’t care. But to just have the words come out 
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seemed strange, as if  the thoughts had just come to me. They hadn’t. They’d 
been there ever since I left.

After a moment, Miranda glanced up and said, “Did you think about her 
while we were having sex?”

I hadn’t and that surprised me. I had focused on Miranda’s lips, her body, 
until what I was doing scared me. “What’s it matter?” I said.

She shrugged and I sat down. Our arms touched and she put her head on 
my shoulder. It didn’t feel wrong.

“I think it’s important to make some things matter,” she said.
“Just wait another twenty years.”
“That’s fair.”
We stared at the waves, waited for them to grow higher and higher. For 

the tiny green heads to pop up. Hundreds of  them. To feel the mouths biting, 
the sand caving in beneath us, but nothing changed.

I couldn’t think of  any reason for us to still be there, any reason for why 
I went along with this girl or why I wanted to stay next to her. But even in that 
stillness, that nothingness, I never felt cold or tired or foolish. I felt okay. 

“Is this the night?” I asked.
She put her chin on my shoulder. “Yeah,” she whispered, and I felt her 

breath warm and wet on my ear. “I think this is it.”
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