
DESERTS I HAVE KNOWN 

THESIS 

Presented to the Graduate Council of the 

University of North Texas in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

By 

Saralea Kinsey, B.S. in Ed. 

Denton, Texas 

May, 1998 

37<i 
A S / 

Ma. " 7 4 8 8 



Kinsey, Saralea. Deserts I Have Known Master of Arts (English), December, 

1997, 81 pp., bibliography, 20 titles. 

Deserts! Have Known contains a scholarly preface exploring why writers write, 

examining the characteristics of fiction writers, and addressing the importance of place, 

both emotional and geographical, in fiction. Four original short stories are included in this 

thesis. "Miracle at Mita" depicts an aging surfer trying to overcome his fear of 

commitment. "Coyote Man" explores a father's guilt and the isolation resulting from that 

guilt. "Time, and Time Again" traces a young woman's fear of marriage to her memoiy of 

her parents' relationship, and "Paraplegia" examines a young woman immobilized by her 

own lack of self-esteem. These stories are connected through their themes of isolation 

and reconnection. 
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THE FICTION WRITER AS ARCHAEOLOGIST 

Answering the question "Why do I write?" may be the most important task in a 

writer's career, although, because of the high-risk-both financially and emotionally-

nature of writing as a vocation, the more appropriate question might be "Why do I 

continue to write?" Facing the multiple dangers inherent in writing and publishing has 

derailed many a talented writer. Writers must first be brave enough to seek out their own 

emotional truths; then, if they wish to publish, they must brave the critical eye of the 

reader. In The Courage to Write Ralph Keyes insists that "Fear is felt by writers at every 

level Anxiety accompanies the first word they put on paper and the last" (9). But 

asking the question forces most writers to examine their true natures, and deriving an 

answer can mean immense growth as an artist and the difference between writing fiction 

that is commonplace and fiction that is really art. According to Damon Knight in 

Creating Short Fiction, the difference between fiction which works and fiction which 

does not is directly proportional to the depth to which the author has gone emotionally: 

I think readers of serious fiction are always looking, on some level, for 

information about what the world is really like-what it means to be 

human, what it's all about. Any honest answer to this is a good answer... 

(47) 

Many writers have discussed why they continue to risk writing. Some claim they 

seek perfection in an imperfect world; others say that they write for the rush that comes 

with mastering "the challenge, the self-test, to confront, engage, and transcend 

fear" (Keyes 191). Most writers will confess that they write for the sheer pleasure of that 



single "blazing revelation when we think, if only in delusion, that we have finally 

succeeded in grasping, if only for an hour, the thing that has no name"(Abbey xxiii). In 

The Art of Fiction John Gardner writes: 

Invention, after all, is art's main business, and one of the great joys of 

every artist comes with making the outrageous acceptable, as when the 

painter makes sharply clashing colors harmonious or a writer in the super-

realistic tradition introduces—convincingly—a ghost.(8) 

The desire to create the unimaginable is quite common among writers, parallel perhaps 

to Dr. Frankenstein's need to create a being of his own design, to play God if you will. 

Laurence Penine, well known for his comprehensive texts on reading, thinking and 

writing about literature, suggests that all creative acts are an attempt to replicate the 

single most creative act, that of God's creation of the world, and more specifically, of 

mankind(219). Perrine says artists create "to reduce the chaotic in experience to a 

meaningful and pleasing order by means of selection and arrangement"(219). 

Thinking about why I write forced me to first identify the two most important 

influences on my writing, my philosophical father and my storytelling mother. Suzanne 

Lipsett, in Surviving a Writer's Life, hypothesizes that she was given the necessary 

elements of being a storyteller by the circumstances of her life and the ferocious will of 

her father. Her mother died in childbirth when she was four, and her father, in an 

attempt to create an emotionally "safe" place for Suzanne, refused to discuss or disclose 

any facts about her mother's death. He even threatened the relatives with estrangement if 

they discussed her mother at all. Being surrounded by this enormous secret and the more 

enormous need to know her own truths created in her the seed of being a writer (12), 

Much like Lipsett, my creative mind was greatly influenced by the actions and 

beliefs of my father. When I was born in 1961, my father was busy "expanding his 



consciousness." This phrase, coupled with the time frame, might conjure pictures of long 

hair, incense, and drug use. But the reality was the opposite. He was thirty-seven when I 

was born, sported a military haircut and considered self-discipline the only ticket to 

Heaven. I entered the middle of his "exploratory years," years in which he devoured 

books on Buddhism, Hinduism, and Native American mythologies, and as his studies 

permeated our household, I was infused with an enormous variety of worldly 

perspectives We lived on the outskirts of a small town in Arizona, surrounded by the 

raw beauty of nature. My father had built our house on five acres of pine trees and giant 

outcroppings of granite boulders, and though the power of this place is preserved 

indelibly within me, many of my childhood memories are clouded by a distinct 

loneliness. 

A man who believed that travel and an understanding of the people of the world 

were the best education a child could have, my father insisted that he, my mother, and I 

travel incessantly. This now seems a mixed fortune because our family's travels gave me 

enough stories to last a lifetime, but, at the same time, set me apart from other children 

my age. At a time when most children were expanding their worlds by biking further 

and further down the street, my adventures included the complete investigation of 

Mexico. 

Often my father would pull me out of school before the end of the term so that we 

could spend more time exploring the beaches, deserts, or jungles of our neighbors to the 

south. On more than one occasion I had to miss "last day" festivities and the bonding 

that went with them, so that my family could get on the road. My peers would "ooh" and 

"aah" at my luck when he came to get me from school, but I longed for the stability and 

"normality" I thought my friends had. I did not celebrate a Christmas in the United 

States until I was nine. As an adult I appreciate my incredible good fortune, but in my 



youth, the disconnection from friends seemed infinite. I longed for "traditional" 

holidays, holidays that would compare to the "family around the Christmas tree" or 

"hunting pastel Easter eggs" scenarios I had formed in my mind as ideal. These original 

isolations were symbolic of a long series of separations to come and may have formed in 

me the desire to "preserve" myself in print and to make connections, however small, with 

others like myself. 

Even after my parents divorced, I continued to travel. My mother, perhaps 

because of the divorce, devoted herself to her own brand of adventure. She began to 

reconnect with her mother's family, zigzagging back and forth across America, and I -

feeling the need to fit into the genetic picture-was able to experience a sampling of 

every region of the United States. She and I rafted the Canyonlands of Utah and she 

urged me to tour Western Europe with a high school student group. Ironically, the travel 

that had been the reason for my isolation as a younger child became the reason I learned 

the art of storytelling. 

Mother also encouraged me to be an observer of people, modeling for me the 

questioning and critical analysis so crucial to storytelling, showing me how to imagine 

the possibilities in the idiosyncrasies of any person I observed. In Technique in Fiction, 

Robie McCauley and George Lanning identify the importance of intense observation to 

the creating of fiction: 

It seems.. .that fiction originates in direct personal impression linked by 

imagination with the writer's resources of experience. This is a matter of 

looking and listening, not just with the eyes and ears, but with intelligence 

and memory.(3) 

She taught me to think in stories and creating stories became part of my relationship with 

my mother. Often when we'd travel together we'd face delays. She and I would sit in 



airports and after choosing someone out of the crowd, would begin to ask questions 

about them. My responsibility was to create the life of the character based on what I had 

observed. She would throw in a juicy detail or two if my muses were tired. We spent 

literally hundreds of hours over the several years of my adolescence creating characters. 

In my family telling stories had always been a way of keeping older generations 

alive, and Mother would often share with me stories about people in my family tree that 

I'd never met-perhaps that even she had never met. No doubt some of these stories were 

fictionalized, anecdotal histories of her family, of her mother's family, of her father's 

family and of my father's family, but they were the connections that I needed so 

desperately and I internalized the notion that storytelling was a way to create a history for 

myself, a permanent place. McCauley says, "Ideas that come to the writer through 

family often carry a kind of blood tie that makes them seem more vivid and 

relevant" (13). Some of the stories she had lived, but many of them were ones she 

remembered from her childhood, overheard from other rooms or taken from letters she 

was not to see. She has told me that her family was full of secrets, that because children 

were allowed to participate only in selected, appropriate events, that there was a great 

deal of whispering around her as she grew up. The idea that families with secrets often 

precipitate writers is echoed in numerous sources. In her essay, "The Art of Memoir," 

Mary Clearman Blew places heavy weight on the value of family secrets: 

Often the events that beckoned to me the most urgently were the ones that 

had been preserved in the "secret stories" my grandmothers and my great-

aunts told around their Sunday tables after the dishes had been washed, 

elliptical and pointless and mystifying, in hushed voices that dropped or 

stopped altogether at the approach of one of the men or an unwise 

question from an eavesdropping child. (Brown 60) 



It is the desire to understand those "mystifying" stories that Bonnie Friedman says often 

drives a writer to write: 

The force of the forbidden draws us. We want its power... We also long 

to understand the unarticulated.. .For in fact the secrets we most want to 

understand are not secrets at all; they are nothing hidden so much as not 

yet discovered.(Heffron 42) 

Part of coming to terms with myself as a writer has also meant looking at myself 

as a reader. Recently I was asked which authors had influenced my writing and I was 

without an immediate answer. I have enjoyed so many fine books that I could not focus 

on a particular author or style. But I now believe that the reading I did as a young person 

was a way to find others like myself. My favorite books were about real places, and, 

interestingly, often about characters who were extremely isolated philosophically, 

emotionally, or physically. In high school I devoured every book I could find on Soviet 

and German prisoner of war camps. I muddled through Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn but 

found extreme pleasure in the emotional truths that were exposed by them. I read lighter 

fare as well, enjoying James Herriot, Jack London, and Richard Bach immensely. I also 

discovered one of my favorite books, The Fountainhead by Ayn Rand. I did not always, 

at age sixteen, understand the motives of her characters, but their worlds were so 

complete and vivid for me that I read on. 

Later, in college, I was delighted to find Toni Morrison's Sula, and, for the first 

time, I felt a book had captured the high level of sensory perception I had experienced all 

of my life. The prose grew from a mind that recorded sensuousness in her world as I felt 

it in mine. 

Her bare feet would raise the saffron dust that floated down on the 

coveralls and bunion-split shoes of the man breathing music in and out of 



his harmonica. The black people watching her would laugh and rub their 

knees, and it would be easy for the valley man to hear the laughter and not 

notice the adult pain that rested somewhere under the eyelids, somewhere 

in the palm of the hand, somewhere behind the frayed lapels, somewhere 

in the sinew's curve. (4) 

I remember thinking that I would never read a book in the same way again, that a book 

would never again be just a bridge to somewhere else. I read that book and three others 

by Morrison in quick succession. I read them with a writer's eye, noticing use of 

language to create imagery and emotional conflict, and began to think seriously about 

trying writing as a craft 

My writing has often been a spiritual "digging," an avenue to the discovery of 

myself and of the purpose I serve within the universal scheme of existence. Often as I 

write 1 discover buried emotions, patterns of behavior, and connections between my outer 

self and my inner self. Keyes relates the words of E. B. White: . . if a writer succeeds 

in communication with a reader, I think it is simply because he has been trying (with 

some success) to get in touch with himself"(202). Creative writing can lead an individual 

to the source of deep conflicts and to emotions long unfelt. As a writing teacher, 

Gardner believes that, • [Descriptive writing] is one of the writer's means of reaching 

down into his unconscious mind, finding clues to what questions his fiction must ask, and 

with luck, hints about the answers"(36). He goes on to assert that writing can and will 

force symbols hidden in the unconscious "up into the conscious mind where, little by 

little as his fiction progresses, he can work with them and finally understand them"(36). 
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Self-exploration can then create the incentive for looking at one's position in the 

universe. In her essay, "Better and Sicker," Lorrie Moore seems to validate Perrine's 

thesis that writing may be a way for writers to replicate the creation of the universe: 

. . .maybe it's the weirdly paired egotism and humility of artists that leads 

them over and over again to this creational clichd: that we are God's 

dream, God's characters; that literary fiction is God's compulsion handed 

down to us, an echo, a diminishment, but something we are made to do in 

imitation, perhaps even in honour, of that original creation, and made to 

do in understanding of what flimsy vapours we all are (Heffron 182) 

Ralph Keyes paraphrases the fiction writer John Cheever when he says: . .writing 

fiction was the best means he'd found to make sense of his life. "{70). My own 

experience has been that I write not for the sake of creating something completely 

original, but because my stories seem to be avenues that lead to the discovery of myself 

(sometimes), of the purposes others serve, and of why things are the way they are in my 

world. Perhaps I, like Bonnie Friedman, am in search of "not. . . objective truth bu t . . . 

emotional truth"(Heffron 49). 

Second, I write, it seems, to preserve my truths as well as the places, both 

emotional and literal, I've been. Damon Knight says that writers are people who "feel a 

need to express their inner experiences in a form that can be seen, heard, or touched"(3). 

I have often watched others and have seen the significance of a moment, the raw 

elements of what it means to be human, in facial expressions or body language, and it 

imprints on my memory deeply. I have turned to the person I am with to see if they 

have seen what I have, to validate the intensity of the moment, and often have been 

disappointed to discover blankness. Writing fills my need to make permanent the core of 

my experience, to overcome the estrangement I feel when I fail to connect with others. 
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David Huddle suggests in The Writing Habit, suggesting that this desire to 

connect with others goes beyond the selfishness of individual ego. 

Experience washes over us and is gone forever. The world rushes at Us 

and then rushes away from us, and as Country Joe and the Fish put it so 

succinctly, "Whoopee, we're all gonna die." We write for the work itself. 

Because the work stays. Because the work may very well be devious and 

complicated, but it is a rock, it will hold steady, it will be regarded, it is 

finally knowable.(26) 

I was startled and somewhat disconcerted to discover that I also write so that I will not be 

forgotten. I have struggled to become a self-assured woman, independent (not helpless), 

nurturing, not dangerously needy, and the discovery of this enormous fact was 

monumental. Last year I lost a dear friend to an as yet inexplicable accident. I may 

never know the truth of why her vehicle careened off the road, killing her 

"instantlyH(how do they know?) and yet somehow not killing her pet in the car with her. 

Her leaving was so sudden that a year later I am still wanting to talk about her with 

others, though I find that "the others" have "moved on with their lives." They look at 

me as if they wish I'd do the same, pleading for me to not revisit the pain. I don't want 

my friend's memory to fade into that giant void of what I want to call pseudomemory, the 

occasional sweetened anecdote, the sharp edges rounded off for the benefit of our own 

tender psyches. I want her to stay alive in the definite sharpness of her movements, her 

sad days, her silliness, her anger, all of it. 

In her essay "Your Mother's Passions, Your Sister's Woes: Writing About the 

Living, Bonnie Friedman admits to having this feeling concerning the illness of her 

sister as well: 
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. . . the rest of the world seemed heartless for not knowing the truth of 

Anita's life. In part, fury made me want to press Anita's story in people's 

face. It actually seemed to me that the world could not hear 

the truth of Anita's life and continue as it had.(Heffron 54) 

While reading Friedman's essay I suddenly recalled vividly that I had actually verbalized 

this fear at the end of my first teaching job. Sometime during my last week of teaching 

at a high school in Arizona, a student offered the sentiment that, as a teacher, I would not 

be forgotten. I smiled a knowing smile and said with more cynicism than I can now bear 

to admit, "Well, really, it will be like a scene at the beach. My footprints are here today, 

but after the tide comes in, they'll be gone." Even then, at twenty-two, I feared being 

forgotten, feared slipping into that realm where no one would really remember my face 

or its expressions, my laughter or my rage, only that at one point I had occupied the room 

at the end of the hallway and that I had, if I was truly worthy, taught English. 

Simultaneously, I felt myself move to the objective "editor" position and chastise myself 

for this need. Being allowed to experience life should be enough! But it has nagged at 

me since. Is the desire to be remembered in a significant way a motivation for most 

writers? Is it a way to fit oneself into the larger scheme of things? 

Perhaps. As I continue reading essays by writers about their own purposes, the 

mention of the need to make connections with others through one's writings has surfaced 

again and again. Being validated is a universal need of human beings, but it seems 

particularly important to these of us who write. Rita Dove has been quoted as saying, 

The final thing is if someone else can come up to me and say, 'I know 

exactly what you mean,' or That happened to me, too,' or 'You know, that 

could have been my grandmother'.. .that is the final thrill of 

writing.(Keyes 203) 
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I do not want to suggest, however, that all writers need their readers. In many 

instances the need for approval from a reader results in a distortion of a well-conceived 

story because the writer is writing for the reader not for oneself. For me, the need to 

make connections has risen out of my history of isolation. Suzanne Lipsett states, "The 

more separation we experience, one from another, the more stories we have to teU"(50), 

and, I believe, the more pressing becomes the need to share them, to create emotional 

connections with our readers. 

Certain populations- women writers and writers of color in particular-may find 

this compulsion extremely forceful because of our histories erf separation from either 

families or from society as a whole. Lipsett describes years of separation, first from the 

memory of her mother, then a physical removal of herself from the environment in which 

she experienced a rape. She attempted the "geographic solution" and traveled half 

around the world to escape the pain of her humiliation. Because of her travels, and her 

subsequent isolation as a woman in Third World countries, she was desperate for contacts 

with other understanding women. Much of her life has been the search for a family of 

women who will hear "her voice." When she first began to read women's literature, she 

viewed it as a raising of voices, each one with a plaintive cry for an empathetic (not 

sympathetic) ear. In addition, dealing with the terror of cancer has forced her to make 

connections she might not have made on her own. 

Alice Walker identifies the joy she felt after having written "The Revenge of 

Hannah Kemhuff," a story that required the gathering of "the historical and psychological 

threads" of her ancestors: 

I had that wonderful feeling writers get sometimes, not very often, of 

being with a great many people, ancient spirits, all very happy to see me 

consulting and acknowledging them, and eager to let me know, through 



12 

the joy of their presence, that, indeed, I am not alone. (Walker 13) 

In fact, in "The Black Writer and the Southern Experience,1' Walker says that creating 

connections between those who lived in the past and those who will live in the future is 

the duty of black writers in the South: 

We inherit a great responsibility as well, for we must give voice to 

centuries not only of silent bitterness and hate but also of neighborly 

kindness and sustaining love,(Walker 21) 

When writers need to document some perception, either for our own eyes to view 

in a different way, or because we want input from others, we may be seeking to organize 

our perceptions of our world, and to verify its seeming reality. Robie McCauley states, 

"What they [great fiction writers] are able to do is translate.. .private experience into a 

larger social context: to show what is universal in particular happenings"( 16). 

So, J find that I write to recreate emotions to gain some insight perhaps into my 

own, and with a deep need to affect others so to carve out some permanent place for 

myself in this spinning, sometimes overwhelming cosmos. Writing is my attempt at 

feeling grounded, secured to the chain of events that is human history. Though this 

doesn't seem to stem from a literal lack of familial roots, it may stem from the feeling 

that I need to assure myself of permanence, that my years here are not without effect and 

reason. I can rationalize that I will, through my children and the memories of others, 

always exist, but I must admit that is not enough for me (because those truths would be 

theirs not mine). Somehow I must capture my own realities in black and white so that 

my worth is substantiated. I know that many would say that I need to build my self-

esteem through therapy and other's self help books, but I will argue that the therapists 

and the authors of those help books all have the same need I do: affirmation of 

themselves as meaningful pieces of the complete picture. 
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The power of discovering that why I write is a direct result of my familial 

environment was second only to the discovery that my fiction is also an extension of that 

environment. This realization occurs with many writers, and though the debate 

concerning the "integrity" of autobiographical fiction continues, I find that my purposes 

as a writer cannot be separated from my creative product. The two are so finely 

connected that my fiction must be viewed as offspring, complete with both genetic (what 

it is that makes me me) and environmental (place) encoding. My stories are my heirs, 

reproduced to carry on my lineage. 

Coming to know myself as a writer has meant looking closely at the series of 

separations that have occurred in my life and understanding their effects on my writing. 

Huddle says that: 

Characters, as far as I'm concerned, never take on lives that are wholly 

separate from the author; an author is most deeply revealed through his or 

her most compelling and fully-developed characters.(39) 

This would imply that a writer's fictional characters are always connected to a writer's 

truths in some way. My characters and their emotions do spring, sometimes consciously, 

sometimes unconsciously, from my experience, but often my most crucial discoveries 

come when I allow the characters to take possession of the story. In "Where Characters 

Come From," Ann Beattie says: 

My characters, who surprise, and enlighten, and dismay me so 

often, come from familiar worlds with unfamiliar subtexts. Similarly, 

they are "real"—not made up—until the very early point in any story when 

they will not be contained, and then they are transformed so they are 

beyond my comprehension until the moment something clicks, and then I 
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know what I did not know before, or did not articulate to myself. (Heffron 

111) 

When I assess the themes of the four stories collected here, all pieces still in 

progress, I realize the power of a writer's life experiences. So much of my personal 

experience and learning has been influenced by isolation, either physical or emotional, 

and to realize the deep infusion of those themes in my fiction is a bit unnerving. The 

sense of isolation and the recurring theme of making connections are central to the 

stories. Also, the main characters are all operating around a central axis of fear, and the 

push of each story seems to be that each character comes to some terms with that fear. 

In fact, it is quite possible that the only real foundation for a story is fear. There are so 

many types of fear that the stories mid situations are virtually infinite, but if a story must 

have conflict, and if, as Burroway suggests, "drama equals desire plus danger"(32), then 

the question of "what is at stake for the characters" must nearly always be centered on 

fear. If something is at stake, by nature, the fear of losing something is inherent in the 

equation. 

The character Lee in "Miracle at Mita" struggles with multiple fears. He is afraid 

that his concept of marriage will force him to make a choice between his first love, 

surfing, and a woman in whom he is genuinely interested. He is afraid that he may not 

ever be able to commit to a woman, and that that inability will be a significant flaw in his 

life. His emotional isolation actually drives him to a physical isolation—taking the road 

trip to Mexico—which in turn precipitates the realization of his ability to create the bonds 

that he would like, deep down, to create. Mita's freeing effect on Lee allows him to be 

open to the suggestions of the mysterious surfer, and he returns willing to face his fear 

concerning Cindy. 
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My concern as I revised "Miracle", was whether or not I had created a solid 

enough case for Jesus and his surfing to be believable. I tried to play up the surreal, 

elaborating on the surroundings, the ethereal quality of the place, the sense that some 

bigger plan was at work on Lee. I am still concerned about the story's credibility. Will 

readers be drawn into the miracle without caution? Gardner states: 

In any piece of fiction, the writer's first job is to convince the reader that 

the events he recounts really happened, or to persuade the reader that they 

might have happened (given small changes in the laws of the 

universe)., .(22) 

This will be the test of this particular piece. 

Many of the same elements occur in "Coyote Man". Daniel's isolation in the 

physical desert is symptomatic of his isolation from his son. The desert offers refuge 

from the fear that Daniel has about connecting with others. His connection with the 

family of coyotes is as close as he can get to his pain without having to do something 

about it His life in the desert is a safe reality for Daniel. 

But when Daniel finds the coyote pup dead at the hands of ranchers, and possibly, 

he fears, because of his own need for the connection to the coyote family, he is forced to 

internalize the situation and admit his role in the distance between himself and Samuel. 

The paradoxical cycle of isolation/connection surfaced again. 

Often, as I develop a character, I come to a more clear understanding of the 

source of a specific emotion, or of what that emotion might get a character to do. When 

I began writing "Paraplegia," my motive was to attempt to capture a specific feeling of 

fear. I recognized it only as fear or anxiety, not even being able to identify its source. I 

wanted to describe in three-dimensional terms a feeling I'd had before and that I had seen 

expressed on the faces of others. As I let the characters act out that feeling, I discovered 
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sources for the fear: of being physically threatened, of losing one's self, of being alone. 

It was interesting to me to find that Elaine was attracted to Gene for the same reasons she 

was afraid of him, and the story propelled me forward into the minds of the characters. 

It is because of the constant repetition of these types of discoveries that I maintain the 

stance of writer as explorer; I have come to think of my fiction as largely a matter of 

listening to the conversations between my conscious and my subconscious. 

"Time and Time Again" was an attempt to create a character who also had some 

awareness of her internal conversations and of the effects the past-both places and 

emotions-were having on her in the present. She begins the story conscious only of her 

physical reaction to Tim's proposal, but the response is so strong, she is literally drawn 

to the place where she first encountered that feeling. Through a series of conversations 

with her mother, she discovers the emotion attached to the physical response: fear, a fear 

that she will be a victim of the vicious cycle of history. But when she acknowledges her 

fear and brings it into her consciousness, she has stepped onto a different path, one that 

does not follow that of her mother's. The complexity of emotions that I had to deal with 

made this piece a particularly difficult one to manipulate. With each revision it becomes 

more focused and I am finally coming to know Cass well enough to tell her story. 

The other strong characteristic of these stories is the significance of place. 

Interestingly, my search for discussion of the importance of place led me full circle back 

to the question of why writers write. In "Nature's Writing," an essay discussing the 

value of writing about the natural world, Gary Snyder asks: 

Is art an imposition of order on chaotic nature, or is art (also read 

"language") a matter of discovering the grain, a matter of uncovering the 

intricate and nonsymmetrical order, of the processes that bring about the 

natural world? (Brown 19) 
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Snyder concludes that "Observation, reflection, and practice show artistic 

processes to be the latter"(Brown 19). He argues that language, consciousness, and 

imagination are interconnected "ecosystems," and that the forming of art is actually the 

discovery of how these pieces are interdependent My own writing experience bears this 

thesis out. Although I have always been conscious of place in my life-that is, I have a 

sincere appreciation for my natural surroundings-it was not until Nature took over in my 

fiction that I recognized her power over me. 

Having already discussed my need for self discovery, involving the natural world 

as "character" in my stories was a logical progression. McCauley and Lanning list the 

ways place can be used in a story: 1) place as character, 2) place as destiny, 3) place as 

narrative element, 4) place as period, and 5) place as backdrop(167). After reading their 

definitions of these uses, I concluded that the strong presence of place in my fiction fell 

under category 1. They define "place as character" as: 

. . . the setting affects the people in a story as much as they affect one 

another.. .what results is a kind of interaction between place and 

person.(McCauley 167) 

In two of the stories, "Coyote Man" and "Miracle at Mita", the characters interact 

consciously with their natural surroundings. In "Coyote Man", Daniel's relationship to 

the desert surrounding him is one of interdependence, and it has its roots perhaps in the 

Native American readings of my father from years ago. Daniel is conscious of his place 

in the natural world and of his ability to damage or preserve his standing in it. The 

desert works as a buffer against the human world, and also as a salve for his emotional 

pain. In "A Writer's Sense of Place," James D. Houston writes about a friend of his, a 

member of the Wintu Indian tribe, and the relationship this friend has with Mt. Shasta. 
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"It is a holy place he approaches with reverence. For him the mountain can be a kind of 

mentor. It can also serve as chapel and sanctuary"(98). 

But the desert also works as the character who presents the painful catalyst for 

Daniel's healing, the death of the coyote pup. As I revised this piece, I discovered the 

blueprint of my own view of the natural world had been superimposed on the story: the 

belief that mankind is not above the realm of the natural world, but woven into the 

tapestry of it, and that in order for a person to find true serenity, a balanced relationship 

with the natural world must be formed. Terry Tempest Williams, storyteller and 

professor in the College of Education and Women's Studies at the University of Utah, 

says, "To ask a question and find a story about an episode of earth is to remember who 

we are"(qtd. in Anderson 178). She also writes; 

The natural world allows us to make peace with our own contradictory 

natures. We are returned to a balance of mind and spirit. We are 

healed, (qtd. in Anderson 178) 

In "Miracle at Mita", the ocean works as a literal character, the object of Lee's 

love. His relationship with the sea forms the emotional base from which he can connect 

to others, and he definitely responds to its characteristics as he would to a human 

character. The idea that a creative work will contain pieces of where an artist has been is 

not a new one. The works of Steinbeck, Hemingway, Welty, Twain, and Verne are 

rooted deeply in place and the emotions or belief systems attached to the environment. 

But according to Houston, "The idea that a place can have holding power or be some 

kind of sustaining factor in a person's life is not widely agreed on"(Brown 96). He goes 

on to say, "In fact, it is an idea most Americans nowadays are out of touch with." and 

Houston attributes this loss to the extreme mobility of our current society. 
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Awareness of this new societal direction was the impetus for art curators Alan 

Gussow and Gayle Maxon-Edgerton to form the traveling exhibit entitled Rediscovering 

the Landscape of the Americas., currently touring the United States. Gussow writes 

about their reasons for assembling the exhibit 

The nineteenth century painters who ventured westward from the Hudson 

River Valley to the towering canyons of Yosemite reported on a land we 

did not know. Today the land is largely known but often not valued. We 

have no need to discover what this continent looks like.. .What remains to 

be discovered then is not the appearance of the land, but rather the way in 

which we and the land we inhabit affect each other, the mutual 

enhancement, the special relationships between people and their 

surroundings.(Nordioh 105) 

Lands' End editor Mary Nordloh spoke with the artists represented in the exhibit 

concerning how place affects their individual work. George Fischer states, "All my 

senses seem aroused when I'm in the forest. There's a primal wildness, life, death, 

euphoria, fear that mirrors the human condition." Linden Frederick insists, "My 

surroundings are my work. They represent who I am and where I am, and therefore 

define me as an American a r t i s t . . and Willard Dixon says, "When you know a place 

well it gets inside you and your art quietly and naturally without your awareness.. 

(Nordloh 106). Though these are not literary artists, their understanding of the power of 

place is extremely important to me. They all give voice to what occurs in my writing 

and, once again, I discover I am not alone. 

In "Time and Time Again" Cass is aware of the emotional power of her 

surroundings. Even though the setting does not always encompass the natural world, (the 

house, for instance) it is her link to the past, and to her subconscious. The beauty and 
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familiarity of Monument Valley work to prepare both Cass and the reader for Cass's 

upcoming internal struggle. The house of her childhood actually works as a character, 

leading her through "the forest" of her tangled emotions connected to her mother and 

father. She has memories attached to specific locations in the house, something most 

anyone can relate to. 

Houston validates the idea of attaching emotional meanings to buildings when he 

comes to understand his relationship with his own "place." He relates this experience: 

I noticed a candy store that stood on a corner about a block away... We 

had been living in that house for a couple of years,, and I had been visiting 

the town of Santa Cruz off and on since high school, so I had seen this 

candy store a hundred times, maybe a thousand times. Yet I had not seen 

i t . . . . As I studied the details... something began to buzz. . .a little 

signal from the top of my head that there is some mystery here, or some 

unrevealed linkage that will have to be explored with words.(93) 

In "Paraplegia," place may be used as more of a backdrop, a reflection, a mirror 

of the events of the story. Elaine is aware of her surroundings but they are not central to 

her existence nor do they control her thinking. They work more as an extension of the 

emotions felt by her; she is surrounded by the desolation of the desert much as she is 

trapped in an emotional cycle with Glen. The sense of place definitely surfaced from my 

subconscious. I was not even aware of what I had done with the setting until the third or 

fourth draft because I was concentrating on getting to the truth of the relationship 

between Elaine and Glen. 

The irony here is that self-imposed separation may be the most important tool of 

a writer. Having the ability and the discipline to create a time and a place away from 
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others, away from the regular daily distractions, is the basis for the success of most 

writers. When we are in complete isolation we are forced to listen to our innermost 

selves, allowing the raw material of emotional truth to surface. It is this subterranean 

humus that is the origin of stories that woric. 

In Ray Bradbury's novel Fahrenheit 451, the society he creates continues to 

function because individuals have been encouraged, first through propaganda, then from 

within themselves and their social circles, to avoid isolation. Claiisse McClellan was 

removed from the society because she had isolated herself and given herself time to 

think. Montag makes the decision that isolation from the "noise" is the only solution. He 

cannot begin to sort out his needs, his belief systems, his consciousness, without first 

retreating from his current world of nonsense. Then he can begin to connect with others 

to reconstruct a new reality. 

After admitting that he writes mainly for the money, ("Only a blockhead would 

write for anything else,") Edward Abbey attempts to summarize the purpose of the 

writer: 

But maybe there's something a little better. We write in order to 

share.. .Alone, we are close to nothing... Through the art of 

language... we communicate to others what would be intolerable to bear 

alone. 

We write as well in order to record the truth.. .to keep the record 

straight 

We write, most importantly, to defend the diversity and freedom 

of humankind from those forces in our modern techno-industrial culture 

that would reduce us all, if we let them, to the status of things, objects, 

raw material, personnel; to the rank of subjects, (xxiii) 
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As a writer I must continue to ask myself why I write and I must listen for 

changes in the answer. But for now, I will continue to load my "tool belt" each time I 

head for the story site, and hope that each site will reveal the long sought after clues to 

the mystery that is me. 
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MIRACLE AT MITA 

From my side of the table I watched the perfect sets of swells forming two 

hundred yards past the aging deck railing of Zeke's Bar and Grill. They were the only 

evidence of the huge typhoon raging a thousand miles out in the Pacific. There was not a 

cloud in the afternoon sky, and, as always when I watched the sea, I felt humble. These 

beauties had left their source days ago, traveled across a seemingly infinite space, and 

arrived on the California coast basically unchanged. Kind of like light from a star except 

on a smaller scale. Their rhythm was hypnotic and the steady beat as? they hit the shore 

invited me to join in the dance. 

But Cindy was talking again. HLee, are you coming down for the wedding or 

not?" 

"Cindy, we already hashed this out at the house. These things just aren't me. I 

mean, you hang out with those people all the time. I won't know anyone there and. . ." I 

had tried before to tell her that weddings and funerals were not in my line of thinking, 

that I believed they were just commercial formalities, but she had persisted. 

"It's your hair, isn't it? God, Lee, it's just hair. What's a little haircut? It'll grow 

back." Light brown hair framed her gray eyes, gently touching the soft skin of her 

shoulders. She was wearing an old tie-dye t-shirt of mine with the sleeves torn out, 

swirls of green and blue. It did great things for her tan. 

"Cindy, this isn't about my hair. Brad and Naomi are your friends. You go on 

and go. I'll be here next weekend as always." 

Her expression turned sour at the use of the word "always" and I knew this 

wouldn't end well. 
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"I just wanted you to be with me, I keep coming to see you. Why can't you do 

this for me? You've run off before to surf so don't tell me 'I've got to work' or 'I don't 

have the money."' 

The money thing. There it was on the table between us. My restaurant 

partnership with my best friend Dave was not Cindy's idea of a real job. I had graduated 

from San Diego State with a business degree at about the same time Dave's dad had died 

and he'd needed my help here at Zeke's. It was a good arrangement for me, and it helped 

me avoid what Dave called the "black tie army." I covered the lunch rush and stayed 

until about 4:00 each day when Dave came in for the evening shift. We'd usually talk 

shop over a meal and a beer and I'd head home to Oceanside. It left my evenings free 

and allowed me time to pursue the waves of my choice. I'd met Cindy at this very table 

about a year before. She lived in San Diego, worked as a waitress, and was trying to find 

her way through art school. Lately, though, I'd felt the familiar pressure from her about 

"moving our relationship to the next level." 

I looked at her and shrugged, not knowing what to say that would erase the 

tightness around her lips so that she would kiss me before she left. She pushed away 

from the table. 

"Bye, Lee." She turned at the door into the restaurant, looking as though there 

was something she wanted to add, but she changed her mind, I guess, and headed for the 

parking lot. Cindy had been coming up to Oceanside to spend the weekends with me for 

the last six months. The last month or so we'd tried to talk about the future, what we 

both wanted, and I was having trouble seeing our paths converge. That may have been 

the trouble; I wasn't sure I wanted them to or needed them to. Why couldn't the women I 

met see that paths might wander about together and never turn into a road? "Road" 
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usually meant two ways and that, in my mind at least, meant that we'd be going in 

opposite directions eventually. Maybe Cindy and I already were. 

"Hey, man, did your dog just die or what?" Dave stood next to the table, one 

hand around a can of Mountain Dew and the other in the front pocket of his OPs. His 

short dark hair was graying at the temples and he squinted against the salt air. I sighed, 

suddenly aware of our thirty-something existence. 

"Cindy was here. It didn't go very well." 

"Waves look good," Dave offered, watching past me. "Maybe we oughta call 

Iggie," 

I smiled. Our third partner was Steve, but I knew and thought of him as Iguana, 

Iggie for short. The true-to-life scaly image was painted on both sides of his lime green 

VW bus and it was how everyone recognized him. He lived in El Cajon but he was 

rarely there. He was pretty much our silent partner, offering ethereal advice concerning 

the menu or the decor, or sometimes, when we pushed him, on a financial matter. He 

had managed, unlike Dave and me, to maintain a life built solely around his search for 

the perfect wave, and any time Dave or I needed to feel centered again, a road trip with 

Iggie was a sure antidote to the mundane trenches we had dug. 

"Yeah, I guess. Can they do without us here for awhile?" I was already making 

mental calculations about my available funds. It was the end of June and we had not yet 

hit the peak tourist season, but ten days away from the restaurant might be tough to 

swing. 

"I'll call Susan and see if she can watch the evenings. Pat can do fine by himself 

for lunches." Dave disappeared back into the restaurant and I felt my spirits begin to lift. 

This might be just what I needed to sort out the Cindy thing. I'd miss the wedding and 

I'd have some serious time to think about whether Cindy was worth hanging on to. 
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Timing is everything. Iggie had just finished a construction project and had big 

cash burning a hole in his Ocean Pacificos so we met at his place and loaded The Lizard 

with the standard arsenal of equipment, including what we fondly referred to as The Log. 

Dave and I had met Iggie on a trip to Mexico when we were still in our early twenties 

when we found him camped in the same river bottom we'd chosen when we decided we'd 

better stop driving or risk hitting one of the resident livestock that crowded the highways 

at night. 

That night, gathered around the small fire, the night creatures calling back and 

forth across the span of the dry river bed, I had been happy. We'd eaten our heated pork 

and beans and tortillas, and with Dave and me sitting in lawn chairs, Iggie sprawled out 

on the sand, and had talked about important things: surf, beer, and finally, women. 

"Where you headed?" Iggie had asked from his semi-conscious state. This guy 

had done so much to his brain cells that even when he was straight, it was tough to guess 

what direction his thoughts might take. 

"Those guys we passed were pretty stoked about San Bias," Dave said. "Thought 

we'd stop there before we went any further." I usually let Dave do the talking. He was 

better at the small, get-to-know-you stuff and was able to formulate answers while I was 

still digesting questions. 

"You been there before?" 

"No," Dave admitted. "But we're pretty much ready for anything." 

At the time, Dave and I were surfing the faster, shorter boards in an effort keep 

up with the new generation of surfers. The longest board I owned was a G&S Egg, a 

seven-foot-two beauty designed for bigger waves than we usually got along our coast. 

But I also carried a double fin and a swallow tail just in case the surf was small. Our 

motto was to never be unboarded. 
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Iggie slithered up to an elbow and looked at us keenly. 

"Well, Laura's holding some ctinero for me there, and those Yanks were right 

about the surf. It's been good for a week." He smiled. "There's probably room for all 

three erf us in the water." 

I got up and moved to the truck for another beer. 

"Want one, Dave? Dave nodded. 

"Steve?" I asked. 

"That's Iguana. What is it?" 

"Dos Equis." 

Iguana grimaced. "Only Superior for this reptile." 

"Is Laura your girl friend?" Dave ventured. 

"Nah, just a friend. Girls come around but they don't stay very long." 

Dave and I exchanged glances. Neither one of us had had much luck with 

women, and Iggie's comment was the glue that bound our friendship together from then 

on. We knew that our real lust was that feeling of dropping down into a crystalline tube, 

knowing that for just a few moments you were hanging on the edge of perfection, the 

wave allowing you to explore her inside, before she allowed you to escape or beat the 

shit out of you for getting too personal and crossing the line. A balancing act, one that 

we won mostly, but had lost enough times to respect the woman when she said "No." 

Picking coral and urchin spines out of your legs and feet is no picnic. "No me gustcf 

was Dave's favorite line in Spanish. "I don't like it" is a direct translation, but Dave's 

skill with the craft of understatement always made me laugh. 

Iggie's nearly forty but he is really just a kid at heart. As far as the women were 

concerned, he had told us that night beneath the stars, this kid-at-heart thing was a real 

problem. But Dave and I agreed as we followed him down the highway the next 
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morning that that kid quality, that ability to live in the instant, not worry about past or 

future, was what we had been searching for, and we were pretty stoked about finding 

Nirvana so early in the cosmic stream of things. "Hey," I remember Dave saying, 

"Maybe if the girls don't like him, they'll end up with us." 

Iggie was a long boarder. But watching him walk to the end of his T10" Hobie 

and hang five or ten, or do a handstand, was all the more reason to continue our 

friendship. It was like the opposite of watching a master magician. Your brain told you 

what you were seeing was real, but your eyes never quite believed it. He would have fit 

easily into the surfing corps that swept the beaches in the late fifties and early sixties, but 

in the more recent world of high tech boards and a new generation of small wave 

thrashers, he was labeled an outcast. He never let on, but I often wondered if we weren't 

the only real friends he had. 

Before we left Iggie's bungalow in Cajon we listened to the storm reports and 

thought we'd try a spot a little further south than our favorite San Bias. There really isn't 

a better spot in North America for the long ride than San Bias. If the swell was good and 

the angle right, you could get a thousand yard ride easy, and for us California boys, that 

was a long way. But we were hungry for a bigger thrill. 

Some time between Hermosillo and Obregon, we pulled off the road to discuss 

our options. Joining craniums over the Rand McNally, we decided to shoot for a tiny 

fishing village just north of Puerto Vallarta called Punta Mita. Everything we'd heard on 

the rumor vine had been positive: good extension on the point so that the swells would 

break on either side depending on the direction they were traveling, close enough to 

Vallarta for an occasional party, and a local village where we could get the necessities, 
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petrol, beer and ice in that order. A surfer's biggest fear is to drive for three days and not 

find anything to ride, so Mita's versatility was a big draw. 

We also decided to get a motel room in Vallarta. It was actually Iggie's idea. 

"You boys are stinking pretty bad," he said. 

"How can you smell us over the papaya, man? That thing smells like ancient 

cheese." Dave sniffed the air around him and then his left armpit. I wasn't sure Dave 

could smell anything over his own odor. 

"Yeah, okay," I said. "What's your point?" 

"Maybe a shower would sweeten you up. Maybe a good night's rest too." 

The thought of a fresh bed was enough for me so we agreed. 

Our room had a great view of the bay and windows that swung open so the shore 

breeze could move about. The motel-really just a collection of four rooms above a 

tourist shop-was across the street from the seawall that protected the downtown area. 

Here the jungle met the Pacific and we were engulfed by lusty odors of fishy kelp 

waiting for the next tide, and the mingling of life and decay rising from the jungle floor. 

The heat and humidity of the tropics were always present if you got out of the shore 

breeze. We showered and walked up the red cobblestone street to Bonitos. The desk 

clerk had recommended the open air cafe and I was immediately glad we'd agreed to try 

it. It was situated at the top of a hill directly next to a stream coming down from the 

mountains, and the banana trees and viney tangle grew close to the patio of the cafe. 

We sat at the edge of the patio, and as I settled in and looked around, I caught the 

eye of the girl at the table next to ours. She met my glance quickly, then returned her 

gaze to the man she was with, intent on some detail between his hairline and his chin. 

She had deep red hair that dropped from the top of her head like the jungle surrounding 



32 

us. There were actually two men at the table. I could hear bits and pieces and was 

intrigued by the "Down Under" accents that floated across the salt air to our table. I was 

trying to figure out how to involve myself in their conversation when the boy came to 

take our order. 

"'Hey, Lee, you ready?" Dave said, slapping the table with the plastic menu. 

"Yeah, uh, quesadillas de pescado, por favor." The boy smiled, revealing a set of 

perfectly straight white teeth. He was young, eleven or twelve maybe, and was a mix of 

shyness and sudden importance. 

"You like un cervesaV he asked, proud to be able to speak the language of the 

mythic surfer man. I smiled and nodded, watching him stride back to the kitchen, 

shoulders straight, blue-black hair ruffling slightly in the breeze. There's something 

about south of the border that heightens my senses, makes me see colors differently, 

makes me hungrier, thirstier. Sounds crazy to some. Jimmy Buffet understands I think, 

Mid when I looked at Iggie, leaned back in his chair, taking in the experience through 

eyes half closed, I knew he understood too. 

The velvet green hillside was scattered with the reds and yellow of native 

parrots, and the sound of the hidden water failing from the rocks behind us were sounds 

from Eden. The beer was so cold it formed ice in the glass, a rarity in Mexico where 

freezers and refrigeration are only for the rich. The tuna quesadillas were worth every 

peso: grilled yellow-fin tuna, fresh that day, avocados and the best white cheese layered 

on handmade corn tortillas. Dave and Iggie split a platter of green chile tamales and we 

were pushing back to watch the sun set and the senoritas parade when I overheard what I 

thought was mention of Mita at the table of Aussies. 

"Hey," I said, raising my voice above the din of the now crowded cafe. "Were 

you out at Mita today?" The man attached to the redhead turned in his seat. 
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"Sure, mate. Best ride along here." He looked us over from beneath serious 

amounts of bleached curls, and evidently deciding we were in the same plane, smiled and 

held out his mammoth hand. 

"I'm Frankie, this here's Gretchen," he said, and then indicated the smaller, 

darker man across from him. "And Rob." 

"We're down from San Diego," Dave said. "Pretty good stuff, huh?" 

"Great shape, clean face," Frankie said, "One right after Mother." 

"Rippin1 power. Definitely the longest ride I've had," Gretchen added. I watched 

Gretchen smiling at Frankie, watched them share what must have been a memory from 

their personal collection. She continued, "Pretty much long board water though. I 

couldn't stay in it with my swallow tail." 

A girl with her own board, maybe even two boards. She was foreign, all right. 

Most of the beach bunnies in our territory were of the groupie variety, sitting pretty on 

the beach, washing sand off before they got into their convertibles and headed back to 

moisturizer land. I thought suddenly of Cindy. That was what I'd liked about Cindy; 

she wasn't so interested in her hair that I'd come in second. I'd met her at Zeke's. She'd 

just finished a morning of boogie boarding and I'd just finished a plate of shrimp. She 

was standing on the deck, looking back out at the surf, still dripping water from her 

turquoise wet suit, and she looked happy. Deeply content. I hoped that if I asked her to 

sit with me at the table some of what I'd seen in her face would rub off on me. It had. 

The year I'd spent with her was loose Mid serene—until recently. Something between us 

had changed. Sitting at Bonitos, I tried to put myself in her shoes. What did she see in 

me? I pictured her sitting across from me at Zeke's and I replayed her face scrunching 

when I said "I'll always be here." 
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And then I realized that the look on her face mid the queasy feeling in the pit of 

my stomach had not been connected to the "money" thing. It had been the "always" 

thing. 

About nine o'clock we headed back to our room, after sharing several rounds 

with the Aussies. 

"Great meal," Dave said, stepping unevenly off the narrow sidewalk to allow 

some cruisers by. 

"The Loveboat must be in," Iggie said smiling that Cheshire grin of his. I 

couldn't tell if he was serious or not. I knew the cruise ships docked at Vallarta but I was 

thinking he was probably hinting at Dave's wandering eye. 

"Yeah, she's in!" Dave slurred and I watched him turn his head, owl-like, to 

follow a white sundress up the street 

"Too old, Dave. And too much sun. Cancer Queen for sure." I pulled his liquid 

body back up on to the sidewalk with me. "Why don't you just hold out for the real 

McCoy tomorrow?" Dave smiled. I was anxious to get out to Mita, and I didn't want to 

have to search all over Vallarta for Dave in the morning. 

The windows of our room did little to cool me as I lay on the stiff mattress. The 

breeze had died down and whether it was the anticipation of gnarly tubes or the drinking 

of too much beer, I spent the night tossing and turning and trying to ignore the 

mosquitoes. I must have slept some because I dreamed of Cindy, the white of her bikini 

sharp against her tan. She stood on the beach, angelic, hair waving in the onshore 

breeze, a faint smile on her lips that said both "hello" mid "good-bye". The air around 

her made the vision fuzzy. When the sun finally crested over the green tangle of the 

coastal range, I was relieved. We loaded up and headed for the point. 
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The road to the town of Mita was paved; the trail out to the point was not 

Iggie's bus bounced and groaned as we hit rat after rut made by recent torrential rains, 

but the ul timate view was worth it all. To the left off the point, breakers peaked and 

tubed in nearly perfect succession. Some guys in a Chevy Blazer with Texas plates were 

watching too, excited about shooting the awesome curl. They told us that the best 

camping was on the other side where there was a beach and a reef break that looked hot. 

We left them drooling, and headed over to the other side. Sure enough. The surf looked 

good and the lava sand was a chocolate ribbon curved smoothly along the small bay. We 

parked under the only tree near the beach and waxed our boards. 

To say that we had finally arrived at the great surf spot in the sky would not be 

enough to describe what we felt. We had more than a mile of beach to ourselves, 

unheard of back home. No one would be dropping in on our backs, and perhaps we 

could all three ride the same wave with room left over. Paradise. We set up camp. 

A lot of people put the image of surfer into a neat little box labeled "dude" or 

"dunce" and I have to admit there's a bunch of the newer boys who don't really seem to 

surf for the same reasons I do. They talk about the rush, but they spend most of their 

time cutting the hell out of a decent wave. Iggie blames it on the media and the 

professional circuit, says viewers want more action, that watching some guy stand still on 

the edge of his board while 3,000,000 cubic feet of water threaten to cave in his head 

isn't enough. And he says they just really don't get it. What could be the reason someone 

would want to balance on the end of a piece of fiberglass, not to mention a hand-erafted-

with-love piece of fiberglass, and have a bunch of salt water fill your head each time the 

tube closed out on you before you got out? 
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For me, it has to do with being connected to a force that really doesn't care about 

you one way or the other and understanding that fact. For a minute you and the wave are 

a part of the same continuum; if a ride is good, you mesh your existence with a much 

bigger one and live to tell about it. Maybe it's like those near-death experiences people 

talk about, when you cross the line and feel the vastness of the universe. It sort of keeps 

you humble and inspired all at the same time. 

We'd been exploring Heaven for six days, and on the evening of the seventh, 

Dave and I were watching Iggie do headstands on The Log when we noticed the other 

surfer. 

Dave reached for my binoculars. "Looks like a local boy." 

He looked me in the eye and said, "Really.'' 

I took the noes for myself. The kid definitely looked Mexican—small build, dark 

hair and skin--but there were lots of holes in the hypothesis that he was local. First, three 

sons of local fishermen had borrowed a couple of boards from us about the third day 

we'd been there. They'd caught on quickly but had definitely not been in this guy's 

league. Second, no one in town that we had seen had enough money to spend on a board 

and there wasn't any time to surf anyway. When your next meal comes from the reef, 

you work at it pretty hard. Third, Mita was a small village and if they'd been privilege to 

that kind of talent, I didn't think they would have kept it a secret. 

We watched, completely silent, as he matched Iggie ride for ride, effortlessly, 

almost carelessly. It appeared that he spent no effort catching a wave. One or two 

strokes and he'd be where he was supposed to be right when the wave began to crest. 

Again and again, tirelessly. Then, when Iggie was on the outside resting, we watched 

what we later were too shy to admit might have been a miracle. This kid, all five-foot-

eight of him we calculated, pushed his stick over the top of a nice seven-footer and 
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dropped in. It was a nice wave by anybody's standards, but slow motion- like, the wave 

built itself up into a ten foot tube. 

I felt Dave's eyes burning a hole into the side of my face. He knew first hand that 

there was hardly enough water to ride in, let alone create a wave of that size along shore. 

The day before he had ignored the evidence of low tide and insisted on "just one more." 

By the time he'd realized he was moving across the coral with only twelve inches of 

water between him and razor city, his fin hooked into the coral bed and he had swan 

dived off the front of his board, leaving him with a chest wide scab and a new respect for 

el mar. 

Silent, our eyes and minds followed the surfer into that aquamarine beauty, not 

caring that we would have to be logical about it later. The tube extended a hundred feet 

past our longest ride and he left it, knees pumping, and begin stroking back out with the 

off shore current 

I heard Dave let out his breath and realized I'd been holding mine too. We knew 

Iggie had watched the wave form from the backside and wished we could hear what he 

had to say. The surfer straddled his board, just past where Iggie had been and we looked 

to see if they were talking. The glimpse we finally got was of him and Iggie shaking 

hands across their boards, then they rode the next number seven in together, side by side, 

hanging ten all the way to the rocks. By the time we got to them on the beach, the 

stranger had picked up his board to leave. 

"Hey, man, what was that out there?" Dave said. 

"That," the surfer said softly, "was surfing," and he smiled an easy smile that 

took away the chill I'd gotten from his voice. There was not even a trace of an accent, 

and his English was fluid and complete. Iggie was smiling too. 

"I've been telling you guys that there was more to this than fiberglass and wax." 
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Dave was in there again, "Do you live around here?" 

"In town," he replied, meaning, we assumed, Puerto Vallarta. I looked up the 

beach for his vehicle. 

"How are you getting back?" I asked, hoping we could detain him for dinner. 

Somebody in Mita had caught a tuna and we'd been lucky, getting to the ice house at the 

same time it had arrived fresh from the boat. We were going to smoke it on Dave's 

hibachi and I couldn't think of a better way to enjoy it than over a conversation about this 

guy's surfing ability. 

"Ill walk," he said and added, after seeing even Iggie's disbelief, "It's not very 

far." 

It was almost thirty miles back to Vallarta and he was carrying a board. It felt 

ridiculous, right up there with mental wave molding and mind reading with the sharks. 

"Can you stay and eat?" I blurted out. 

"Sure." Then, "My name's Jesus," he said, and Dave and I shook the hand he 

offered. He and Iggie turned and headed up the beach to camp. Dave followed clumsily, 

the scab on his chest restricting his movement. 

Over some of the finest smoked tuna I've ever experienced, I tried to corral into 

words what had been spinning in my head since I'd seen him create perfection. 

"Man, where did you learn to ride like that?" My voice wavered. I was unable to 

hide the emotion I knew was bubbling beneath the surface. 

"Do you like surfing?" he asked. I looked at him incredulously. 

"Yeah, sure," I said. 

"But do you love surfing?" His eyes were dark, so dark I could not see the pupils 

in the fading light of twilight, but I knew there was warmth there in the depths. I 

stumbled, trying to guess what he wanted me to say. 
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"Yeah, I guess," I said. 

He shook his head, dissatisfied with my response. "In the middle of the best ride 

of your life, were you afraid? Did you think about what could happen if you didn't get 

out in time?" 

I thought for a moment. "No, I just felt it, just went with it." 

Iggie was smiling up at the first star overhead. Dave was staring into the hibachi. 

"Well, that's love. Ho fear, only respect. Ever love a woman?" he asked. 

I looked quickly away. In less than five sentences he had! uncovered the center of 

me. Who was this guy? 

"It's the same, I guess." His smooth tone managed to cool the heat I felt rush to 

my face. He stood up. "I'd better go. Thanks for the great fish." And then to me, 

good luck." 

I said, "Thanks," before I could decide what I was thanking him for, and we 

watched him scramble up the rocky bank away from the beach. We stood looking after 

him, perhaps all of us wanting him to return, or for one of us to follow him and get him 

to stay. 

On the eighth day we awoke to flat water. We waited. By three in the afternoon 

we knew we were going home. We packed the bus aid headed into Vallarta for a shower 

and one last meal at Bonitos. The next morning we headed out at dawn and forty-eight 

hours later I was standing on the faded deck of Zeke's Bar and Grill. 

Shifting my weight carefully against the weathered gray boards of the railing, I 

thought about calling Cindy. She'd left a couple of messages on irny machine, the first to 

apologize for the way she'd left, the second to ask why I wasn't calling her, was I mad, 

etc. Dave leaned on one elbow next to me, watching the incoming sets. 
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"Are you thinking about him?" he asked. 

"No, about Cindy," I said, 

"Has she called you?" 

"Not since we got back," I said. "You know.. .1 thought I knew what he meant 

about surfing. I mean, I thought I could find all that I needed back in that tube. Now 

I'm not so sure." 

"There you go, man," he said, "Thinking again. Thinking always causes things to 

change. Do you want things to change?" 

"I think they've changed around us, Dave, and we need to play catch up, You'll 

be thirty-three this month and what have you got?" 

"Well for starters, 1 got this deck with this great view, and a beer in my hand..." 

"Dave, I'm serious." 

"I know," he said. Dave was trying. It was his way of talking about what was 

happening to us, the time we both felt slipping away, the other roads we wondered if we 

should have taken. 

I drained my beer. 

Dave said, "Lee, how many times have we gone two days without eating or 

sleeping so that we could surf?" 

I smiled. The number was too large to calculate. Dave and I had surfed together 

since high school, some fifteen years of surf weekends at San Onofre, and road trips 

south. 

"So. . . ?• I asked. 

"Did that ever hurt you any, giving up something to do something you really 

cared about? Hey, if Cindy wanted to hurt you she'd have done it by now." He 

straightened his softening torso and headed back into the restaurant, leaving me to 
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wonder why he wasn't committing his life to someone if he knew so much. But I knew 

the answer. When one of us started giving advice, it was a sure sign of yellow fever. 

I called Cindy from the tiny, cluttered office behind the kitchen of Zeke's. 

"I'm back." I felt the smooth, blue-green power behind me, pushing me. 

"I'm glad," she said, her voice quiet, almost shy. 

"I got your messages. We need to talk. Are you coming this weekend?" 

"Don't I always?" I felt my board drop into the slot. No fear, just respect. 

"What did you say?" 

"Yes, always." 



COYOTE MAN 

Daniel limped along, zigging and zagging, finding his way; he knew the Coyote 

Spirit watched the path behind him. He came to a watering hole where an owl watched 

from the top of a tall, straight saguaro. 

"You have traveled far to be so thirsty," said the owl as it watched Daniel drink 

deeply. 

"Not far enough," the Coyote Spirit saidfrom the top of the hill. "He is still 

angry about his missing leg. He will have traveled far enough when he loves the taker of 

the leg." 

"But," said Daniel, "a coyote that runs on three legs is not whole, cannot hunt as 

welt as his brothers." 

The Spirit smiled mischievously at him in the red light of sunrise. 

"Being whole is not about how many legs you have, or how many rabbits you 

hunt, rohona, but whether you preserve the ways of the Clan." 

Daniel felt again the steel teeth of the trap in his flesh cmd bone and a deeper 

pain in his chest. 

The searing pain in his leg finally woke him, Daniel stirred on the narrow bed, 

feeling for the security of the hard board beneath him, and drew his knees up beneath the 

light wool blanket, allowing the dream to wash gently over his consciousness. He had 

slept late this morning, and the dream had come. He blinked in the semi-darkness, 

concentrating on the pulse of the approaching dawn. Listening for the familiar alarm of 

the neighboring rooster, he heard only the morning prayers of the soft gray doves. 

Perhaps he had missed the rooster. 
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The coyote family had come in the night; he was sure of it. They had been bold 

enough to brave the smell of him and drink their fill during the safe cloak of darkness. 

Water in the arroyo must be scarce. Amy, his little tan corgi-coyote mix, had whimpered 

and growled at the screen door of the trailer. He lay still a bit longer, allowing the 

memory of their silhouettes to tumble and race across the fading sun of the evening 

before. The coyotes had stayed outside the parameters of the park then, but at twilight 

they had gathered as a group and harmonized, reaching him, singing him to sleep with 

their tales of millennia 

Except for the owner of the park, Daniel was the only resident of Cactus Hills RV 

Park from the end of May until the middle of September, which was when he liked 

living here the most. The "snowbirds" would return when the extreme heat abated in 

early Fall, but until then he had the place to himself. He had spent his life avoiding the 

noise and clutter of urban human existence and this place was filled with solitude. He 

liked the absence of human noises. He preferred instead the bees, the doves, and, of 

course, the coyotes. 

He admired the coyotes the most. They were smart, playful, clever. He envied 

the simplicity of their lives, their ultimate freedom, to live without guilt, without the 

complicated laws of humans. He knew their lives here cm the boundaries of the creeping 

human amoeba were not easy. He sighed and rolled to his side to heave himself from the 

bed. He had once been tall, over six feet, broad at the shoulder, with strong muscular 

legs and back. But fifty years of laying concrete had left him with an artificial hip and 

pain on most mornings. He walked into the desert twice a day, telling Amy she needed 

the exercise, but knowing he needed to feel the desert sun on his shoulders through his 

thinning shirts. 
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Still sitting on the edge of the bed, Daniel picked up the Book of Hopi that had 

slid to the floor in the night and then reached for his shirt hanging on the cabinet next to 

the freezer. He had lived in this trailer for twenty years and thought of it in human 

terms, listening to its particular creaks and groans as the shiny aluminum heated and 

cooled. The windows were perfect for channeling early evening breezes, and the spartan 

space limited visitors and material possessions, two facets of civilization he continued to 

resist He buttoned the pale blue shirt, carefully pulled on his Levi's, and shrugged into 

the red suspenders that, since the new hip, were now a necessity. 

He smoothed his close-cut, white hair with his right hand and then, without 

thinking, felt his front left shirt pocket The pocket contained a picture of a young boy, 

thirteen perhaps, with flat-topped blonde hair, full lips, and round expressive eyes, 

standing behind a bicycle. The photo was black and white, a thirty year old memory 

with white scalloped edges. 

Through the wire reinforced glass of the waiting area outside the Principal's 

office, Daniel watched Samuel's long, slender frame slouch further down in the blue 

upholstered office chair. What had the boy done this time? He looked so angry. Not at 

all the innocent, open face of just a few years before. Daniel opened the door and 

Samuel immediately sat up. 

"Where's Mom?" 

"She's at work." 

"Why are you here?" Samuel's eyes sparked defensively. 

"I got in this morning and she called me at the house. What's going on?" 

Samuel grimaced, exaggerating the contortions of his face and sticking out his 

tongue. 



45 

"Old Mr. Peterson accused me of taking apart desks." 

"Well, were you?" Daniel asked, looking at Samuel's ear. "Look at me. Were 

you?" 

Samuel looked into his own lap. "Yeah, I guess." 

The secretary moved toward the door of the inner office. "Mr. Hadley will see 

you now." 

The two men shook hands and Daniel and Samuel had taken seats opposite Mr. 

Hadley. 

"I appreciate your coming down. Mr. Peterson has reached his limit evidently. 

The report here says Samuel was using some tool to dismantle desks during class. One 

girl's desk collapsed completely. Is this your version as well, Samuel?" 

Samuel was concentrating on the hedge that was brushing back and forth against 

the glass of the office window. 

"Samuel, what tool did you use?" Mr. Hadley said, rising from his desk. 

"Son, you need to be honest here," Daniel said. "I've taught you to be honest." 

Samuel dug in the front pocket of his jeans and put the tool on the perfect shine 

of Mr. Hadley's desk. It was a quarter. 

"It fit the top of the desk screws," Samuel said, his voice a mumble against the 

silence. 

The men looked at one another and Daniel shrugged. Samuel was bright-bright 

enough to know better than to get caught unscrewing desks. 

"Mr. Peterson has recommended two days of in-school suspension." Mr. Hadley 

looked from Daniel to Samuel and back to Daniel again. 
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"That's fine. He'll be here," Daniel said. Out in the parking lot Daniel leaned on 

(he door of his truck before getting in. "What's going on with you? You know better 

than this. This isn't behavior that will get you anywhere." 

"What do you care?" Samuel glared at Daniel from the sidewalk. "I don't want to 

get anywhere anyway. I don't need math, I don't need Mr. Peterson, and I don't need 

you." 

"You need school, Samuel." 

"No, I don't." He tried to fill his chest out slowly, but Daniel noticed. 

"Nobody's wanting you to leave, but you have to stay in school." 

"The law says eighth grade. I'll be done in May." Samuel's voice was fierce 

with conviction. 

"You better think, son. You better think," he said, but he knew Samuel. Sadness 

filled Daniel and his shoulders sagged a fraction more under some unseen weight. 

Amy yipped expectantly from the screen door, and he swung open the screen to 

let her out into the coming light. She wanted to re-mark her territory after the visitors of 

the night had been there. The two clay disks needed refilling. The doves and quail 

always used the water but this morning he felt a strange joy that last night the coyotes 

had included him, chosen to include him in their family. 

He turned away from the door, leaving Amy to investigate, and concentrated on 

breakfast. He cut a mango, swiftly separating flesh from skin and seed. He lit the gas 

beneath a skillet for his toast and sliced two thick, grainy slices from the loaf. When the 

butter had melted in the pan he toasted the bread, careful not to burn the edges. He 

hunted for the apricot jam in the tiny refrigerator and hitched his way to the table with 

his plate. Amy had finished outside and was waiting impatiently for her chance to sit 
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again at his feet and catch some morsel as it tumbled down the front of his shirt He let 

her in and settled himself on the woven leather stool. It groaned in protest but stood as it 

had through thousands of breakfasts just like this one. He fed himself with one gnarled 

hand, the other gently ruffling through Amy's short hair. 

The sun was up now, already heating the small aluminum space. Daniel rinsed 

his pan, plate and coffee mug, and wiped the table. Amy moved back to the door, 

thumping her tail against the thin paneling of the trailer wall. 

They left the trailer, Amy bounding down the step to the gravel road, and he, 

moving much slower, semi-conscious of the muscles that strained against the now plastic 

joint. For a long time after the surgery, walking had been only a result of serious 

deli beration. He had subjected himself to physical therapists for seven days, but 

checked himself out of the hospital before they could, as he had put it to the nurse, 

"spend any more of my money." The result was a painful gait that twisted his shoulders 

and back. Some days, very dry days, the pain was barely noticeable, but many days he 

was pale and weak by the time he got to the edge of the trailer park. 

Daniel thought of the desert as his sanctuary; the musky smell of warming 

mesquite rising from the desert floor soothed him. His favorite saguaro was blooming 

and he marveled at the energy it had, even without recent rain. Some of the ocotillo had 

blossomed a deep cardinal hue and he stood still long enough for the beauty of the scene 

to affect him. 

Maybe it was just the warmth of the sun, but he felt something here he was 

unable to feel when he was with people. Peace, serenity, no condemnation, no guilt. 

The tension between his shoulder blades eased and he felt as close to happy as he dared. 

Daniel always kept one eye open for pain, having learned a long time ago that if he felt 

happiness completely, wholly, there would be a price. He'd seen the coyotes' wary 
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glances, always cautious, never quite trusting what seemed to be harmless or friendly, 

and like them, he preferred to watch his fellow man from the fringes of the desert. 

In town, in the traffic, in the supermarket, in the restaurant he visited 

occasionally, he was just a man. He limited his trips to town, going only to buy 

groceries, or to withdraw money from the bank account kept alive by Social Security. 

Yesterday he had driven his dusty Mercedes diesel van to the Safeway. He'd bought the 

van on a fishing trip to Mexico. It was virtually indestructible but he had paid more than 

he wanted to because of its windows. They went all the way around the van, and the 

glass curved at the roof like those of a tourist bus. He had pictured himself stretched out 

on the bed beneath those windows after a long day of sun and waves and a boat full of 

yellow fin tuna, gazing up through those windows at the stars of Orion. It had fit him 

there, but now that he had to drive it in town, he doubted the wisdom of his purchase. It 

was difficult to park and last week he had nearly hit another car while jockeying the van 

into a parking space. 

Once a week he went to town and shopped at Safeway. He would have preferred 

a farmer s market, where the smells and the buzzing flies reminded him of his many trips 

to Mexico. He held a papaya, gently palpitating its flesh, judging its ripeness, and finally 

decided instead on the mangos. He collected a dozen limes, and then wandered about to 

find some tortillas, a package of razor blades, a five pound sack of pintos, and a box of 

Cream of Wheat. He shuffled to the check out line, forcing the wobbling basket into the 

lane so that the cashier could scan his groceries. 

Did you find everything okay?" asked the cashier. She was about forty years 

old, he guessed, and she did not look up at him while she moved his items across the 

infrared beam. 
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"Yeah, I guess. Do you ever get any ten pound bags of those beans off the 

reservation?" Daniel asked. 

She looked at him blankly for a moment. "Want me to ask the produce 

manager?" He could tell that she didn't want to ask anyone anything, that she wanted to 

be left alone to scan groceries until it was time to clock out. 

"No, that's okay." said Daniel. Til ask him the next time I'm in town." He had 

tried to get her to smile by adding "You know, next year some time," but she didn't and 

he'd carried the two plastic bags out to the van. 

Later, when he'd tried to park next to the post office, a young man in suit and tie 

honked and yelled "Get out of the way!" Daniel made his way shakily down the sidewalk 

to Jose's, sank gratefully into his regular booth and pressed the cool glass of his beer 

against his forehead. A young family sat at a table close by, the mother's face furrowed 

with what he took for distaste or perhaps concern. He stared into the amber of the beer 

bottle, remembering what he'd lost to an old fear, and it took an hour of green chili 

burros and another beer to brave the traffic again. 

But at the R.V. park, insulated by the surrounding desert, Daniel focused his 

senses again in the present, looking and listening few Amy's movement in the brush. She 

had run ahead, veering off the road, seeking an unwary cottontail or lizard. He heard the 

lark and the doves finishing their morning litany, and he listened for the coyote pups. He 

had not yet found their den, didn't really want to, afraid that Amy would be attacked or 

that the coyotes would move away. The female had been alone when Daniel moved into 

the park, but she had found a mate and this was her first litter. He had begun to watch 

for them, even plan his walks around their possible forays. He was especially fond of a 

dark brown pup that seemed braver that the rest. He had seen them in the last week near 

where he now stood and listened. 
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What he heard was Amy's yelping plea. Daniel shuffled off of the road and 

located her beneath a small mesquite, hovering defensively over the stilled body of a 

dark pup. The distended body indicated poison. The surrounding ranchers viewed the 

coyotes as a menace and they often put out poison to control their populations. He knelt, 

one knee in the sand, an elbow on the other knee for stability, and caressed the soft 

downy coat. Amy nosed around the pup and then his hand. He did not disturb the body, 

but suddenly he was angry. 

"Too brave for your own good," he muttered. He rose as abruptly as his hip 

would allow, then turned and headed back to the trailer. Once back on the gravel road, 

he moved more quickly. A plastic grocery bag tumbled across the gravel, catching on his 

leg. 

He jerked his leg free from the clinging bag and watched it tumble until it caught 

on a cactus. He reached the trailer breathing heavily, fought the screen door until his 

hand realized the need to slide the latch, and stumped into the shadowed interior. He 

stood in the middle of the trailer trying to regain the peace he'd felt earlier. It was gone. 

Shattered. He clenched and unclenched his fists and then his hand moved to his shirt 

pocket. The image of the dead pup was persistent and he sunk to the worn, plaid couch 

knees weak. Amy nuzzled his hand looking again for comfort. 

"Oh, Aim, was it my fault?" He felt the past encroaching. Some instinct in him 

forced his hand to separate the picture of the boy from its protective pocket, and it lay in 

his hand like a marsupial child. 

Daniel stood in the hallway outside the door of Samuel's room. "Are you sure 

this is what you want?" he asked. 

"Sure I'm sure. I'll be fine." 
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Daniel could see the wounded pride in his son's eyes, could see the fierceness of 

adolescence in the straightness of his shoulders and in the way he shoved a last plaid shirt 

into the opening of the duffel bag. 

There was little he could say to him now. Daniel had insisted that he stay in 

school, or that he pay his way at home and Samuel had refused to do either; Daniel had 

had left the boy with no choice but to leave with his pride intact. 

"Okay, load your stuff in the truck." They drove in silence to the junction of the 

business loop and the main highway. Daniel pulled onto the gravel shoulder and looked 

ahead, waiting for the boy to slam the door and retrieve his bag from the bed. He 

watched in the rear view mirror until a trucker stopped to offer a ride. Then the truck 

had passed Daniel s, rocking the pickup with its weight and wind. He saw his own 

knuckles white on the steering wheel and heard the loose gravel spin up against the wheel 

wells. 

In the thirty years since their separation, he had tried to connect again, but the 

damage seemed total. Sitting now in the darkened, silver Airstream, Daniel was not 

conscious of why he had these thoughts on this particular day, only of a similar feeling in 

his chest. He wiped the salty residue from his face and made his way to bed some time 

after midnight, drifting into a restless sleep. The coyotes gathered again at the edge of 

the park at dusk, but sang a different song, not the lilting song of family, but a dirge of 

loneliness. He did not hear it with his conscious mind as he sat, bent forward, weeping, 

over the photograph, but the song returned to him in his dreams sung by Qaletaqa from 

atop a familiar hill, and finally woke him. He concentrated on breathing normally until 

his pulse returned to its regular pace, listening for any sounds outside the trailer. 

It was three o'clock when he heard the coyotes come, finally, lapping at the cool 

water. And he waited for them to leave. He raised himself on an elbow to look out the 
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window above his bunk. He could only see their eyes in the dark. They had sprawled or 

laid themselves around the concrete slab porch, cleaning themselves he guessed, and 

resting before the next hunt. "The pups must be there," he thought, counting the many 

eyes reflecting the shiny aluminum. But they didn't leave to hunt again. They stayed, 

gathered about his home, making it temporarily theirs, as if they too, needed to share the 

pain of loss. 

He watched them until the rooster crowed, the universal signal for the night 

things to exchange places with the day things. Daniel watched them lope away, nearly 

fluid, their gray brown coats blending with the gravel and the dawn. He settled carefully 

against the blankets and drifted again into sleep. 

The sun was setting, setting the desert on fire. Daniel loped along gracefully, 

darting after a surprised cottontail. Qaletaqa was there again, just over his right 

Moulder floating effortlessly along. 

"So how does it feel, your new leg?" teased the Coyote Spirit. 

"Okay." Danielfeigned an air of disinterest. "Not as good at the old one but it'll 

do." 

"And the Clan? Will you, istaqa, coyote man, return to the Clan? To show them, 

to share with them what you have learned?" queried Qaletaqa. Daniel stopped abruptly 

in the warm sand of the arroyo. He settled onto his hindquarters and raised his muzzle to 

the first rising star. As he yipped and sang, he heard the soft round, hills respond in kind. 

His partner and her recent litter called to him, bouncing their music off of the nearby 

bluffs. He felt the door of the other world closing and knew the Spirit was ready to leave. 

Daniel searched for him in the heavens. 

111 preserve the ways of the Clem," he answered and sauntered up the sandy 

slope in search of his new family. 



TIME, AND TIME AGAIN 

Tim had asked Cass to marry him. He'd taken her to her favorite restaurant, 

Felipe's, and over a fabulous meal and the best margaritas, he took her hand, 

"Make me a happy man; marry me." Now that she thought about it, he hadn't 

really asked but demanded. She'd accepted, smiling, nodding, unable to form a verbal 

answer. Lying in bed, she recognized the knot at the bottom of her ribcage that meant 

something was wrong. What was she doing getting married? She didn't have any 

business getting married; she could barely keep her own life in order much less join her 

existence with someone else's. She didn't know him well enough. 

Her logical voice took over. She'd known Tim for nearly two years. She knew 

he was a perfectionist, knew about his need for solitude. He was intelligent, paid his bills 

on time, and he came from a kind and loving family. They made room for one another's 

occasional differences and they worked on communication. He had seen her at her 

worst, at her best, and was still there, wanting to spend a lifetime together. Nothing to 

fear. 

From within the cool confines of her Chevy Blazer, Cass looked up at the 

towering sandstone monolith. The Navajo had named the formation Two Women and 

Cass had passed through its shadow a hundred times before. It was her favorite landmark 

in Monument Valley and, as she pushed across the red desert of Northern Arizona, she 

felt its familiarity. She had not told Tim she was leaving town and now she worried that 

he would misunderstand her sudden decision. She shifted her slim figure in the rigid 

bucket seat. The fatigue of driving pressed between her shoulders and blood settled 
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heavily in her feet and ankles. It was nearly one o'clock. She'd left Glenwood Springs 

that morning, quickly gathering clothes, cosmetics, and snacks into the Blazer, and 

headed southwest. Only when she was on the highway did she realize she was headed 

home. 

When Cass came to a stop at the first signal light in Pine, the sun had dropped 

behind the hills to the south of town. She had toyed with the idea of going out to the 

house before she went to her mother's new place, and sitting there at the light she knew 

she would. 

The house nestled in the middle of six acres of forest with a creek of its own and 

a long driveway—a driveway perfect for sledding—that sloped up and away from the 

paved road that came from downtown. Her father had built the house himself, slowly, 

meticulously, before Cass had been born. Even after she had moved away, she felt the 

power of this place, and as she pulled into the driveway and bumped over the bridge, 

Cass's pulse quickened. 

The Blazer rolled to a stop in the thick gravel at the top of the driveway. Cass 

rolled the window down and breathed in the familiar odors of wood smoke and fallen 

needles wanned by the coming spring. Cass rested her chin on the top of the steering 

wheel, allowing her arms to hang from it. 

She surveyed the familiar scene. The doghouse behind the house, the chrome bar 

forming an "H" between an oak and a ponderosa that had been her gymnastic future, the 

coolness of the front porch that shaded the entire front line of the house. She got out, 

and moved toward the pine tree out by the clothesline. The tree had a scar in the bark at 

about knee height, the result of repeated assaults by inconsiderate drivers. It had tried to 



55 

heal itself, but cach time a newcomer would not understand the geometry of turning 

around in the circular space at the head of the driveway, they would bump the trunk and 

reopen the gouge. The clear, pungent sap moved out and down to the bottom of the tree, 

trying to cleanse the wound and only succeeding, it appeared to Cass, in making a mess. 

She could remember when the sap was good for making poisonous spears and other 

concoctions involving wild grapes, lichen off of granite boulders, and mud from beneath 

the swing. 

She looked up. The ropes, frayed at the ends, hung from the sturdy branch some 

twenty feet from the top of her head. She remembered a ten-year-old Cassie standing 

beneath the tall, straight, ponderosa pine on a spring day, the sun warming the dark green 

needles above and white, wind-sculpted ships sailing over the horizon. 

Dad stood next to her, untangling the heavy jute rope. 

"So, you want a swing?" 

She smiled, understanding that his question was just a way to talk to her, to tell 

her he was there, keeping his promise. He made a series of consecutive loops in his right 

hand and said, "Look out" He slung the weight of the collected loops up and over the 

tree limb high above her. She watched the ease of his motion and wished silently that 

she could move like him, smoothly, no motion wasted. 

He pulled the free end of the rope down far enough to knot it, repeating the 

process with the other end so that a long sling hung down to her from above. 

"The strength is in the knots," he claimed, tugging fiercely downwards to test his 

own creation. 

"I suppose you'd like a seat, too," he said, and he produced eighteen inches of 

one-by-four carefully notched in both ends to fit at the bottom of the loop. He then 

settled his own weight against the board and removed his feet from the ground. 
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The rope popped and snapped its adjustment but held firm. He bounced several 

more times just to be sure, and then actually pushed himself to swing, teasing her, 

watching her impatience build. 

"Can I try it now?" she asked and she wriggled into the seat and he pushed her 

once, twice, three times, "Okay, that's enough." 

From the highest point of the back swing she could see over the boulders to the 

Matley's roof. The March coolness painted her fair skin pink, and she fought the 

involuntary squeal she emitted when her stomach let her know the peak of each arc had 

been reached. But he pushed at her back again, and she felt the edge of terror, her hands 

gripping the ropes, her body tensing against the slack at the height of the swing. 

"Stop, thafs enough!" 

He stepped away and headed back toward the house. 

"Wait," she called. "Don't leave yet," but he was already gone. 

She let herself swing, winding down, then dragged her feet, dusting the toes of 

her Keds with the fine brown dirt. She came to a stop, blinking back tears. She leaned 

her weight back against straightened arms to look first at the sky and then behind her. 

She felt the blood rush to her head as she viewed her surroundings upside down, the 

pressure of it pulsing behind her eyes. She sat back up when the pressure began to hurt, 

and twisting the ropes until her toes could no longer touch, she spun against the clock. 

She stopped, in one last spurt of gyro, dizzy and breathless, mouth dry in the wind that 

had moved in with a more dense layer of clouds. She edged off the seat, running her 

hands down the ropes, and stared at the back door of the house. Her disappointment 

mingled with the remains of the vertigo and she blinked to clear the annoying liquid 

filling her eyes. 
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The raucous calling of a crow from a nearby pine brought Cass back to the 

present. How could anyone else live here? How could anyone else appreciate that this 

tree had seen her entire life? She looked at her watch and could barely see the pale watch 

face in the twilight She returned to the truck and backed down to the family turnaround. 

At the creek she stopped on the bridge to watch the narrow water rush headlong 

into the beams of the small crossing. Those beams would outlast them all, her mother 

had said after the creek had eaten away the soil on both sides of the bridge one year. 

This house was ours and she's given it away. Cass knew she wouldn't return once 

someone else lived there. Suddenly the dampness surrounding the creek smelted sour. 

Cass looked her mother over carefully, looking for signs of regret. 

"Gosh, Hon, you should have called. You look tired," her mother said as she 

pulled away from their hug. 

In the yellow of the porch light her Mom's hair was nearly completely gray and 

she seemed smaller than Cass remembered. She looked tired too, with lines of tension 

around her mouth. 

"Are you okay, Mom?" 

"Sure, just surprised you're here." 

Cass had thought about calling from Kayenta but she knew her mother worried 

every time Cass drove through the reservation alone. The Navajo Nation spanned 

southern Utah and northern Arizona, and at least half of her driving time had been spent 

within its borders. It was pretty desolate country and as always in unfenced livestock 

land, a driver ran the risk of coming up over a rise into a flock of sheep calmly crossing 

the road. Her mother's worry irritated her because it stemmed from the belief that a 

white woman alone was at a greater risk at a gas station or trading post than if she'd been 
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traveling with a man. "It was pretty today, Mom. They must have had some recent rain. 

The roads were clear and the flowers were already starting to bloom." 

"Just be glad it wasn't snowing. You know how March is around here. One day 

eighty degrees, the next it's dumping that white stuff on the porch." They both smiled. 

Cass remembered when her mom had first referred to snow as a "four letter word" and 

she had not actually said the word "snow" since. 

"I just won't say it; it's so dirty!" she had said with mock sternness, and it had 

been a family joke every since. 

Over a dinner of her mother's spaghetti, Cass tried to work out the knots that had 

been created by the bouncing of the truck over the poorly maintained road and by the 

push to get across the harsh landscape. She felt her mom watching her closely, looking 

for the reason she'd come. 

"Cass, I'm going out to the house tomorrow to finish packing. There's some 

books of your dad's you might like to look through if you're up to it. Or," she quickly 

added, "you can do it later, maybe another visit." 

Her mother smiled hopefully. 

She hadn't told her mother that she'd already been to the house. They had spent 

ten years together by themselves after Cass's dad had left, and even after Cass had moved 

away to college, they had remained close. But Cass was always nervous about the terrain 

around her father's memory. Her mom had never been specific concerning her pain over 

his leaving. She had not berated him, but her silences and terse answers to Cass's 

questions about him were always full of what always looked like martyrdom. Sometimes 

Cass wanted to shout at her mother to "get over it." She had sensed the haste in her 

mother's voice when her mother had called to say she had sold the house, and the relief 



59 

when she'd said that someone else would now have to deal with a creek that seemed to 

have a mind of its own, that someone else could finally maintain the roof, the yard, the 

driveway, the property. Now, again, Cass felt her simmering impatience with her 

mother's hurry to unload a lifetime of memories. They were my memories too, 

"Sure, I'll go. What books are left?" 

"You'll just have to look, babe. I've sorted through a lot of stuff and I'm not sure 

what's still there." 

Cass awoke feeling irritable. She had not slept well. She had tried to call Tim 

but there had been no answer. What was she doing here anyway? Cass wasn't at all sure 

she wanted to visit the past in the form of boxes of her father's books. Her mother had 

told her she had had an auction and a garage sale "to get rid of furniture and thirty-five 

years of collecting." It was mid-morning before they were ready to leave and Cass 

moved around the small kitchen wiping the counters for the third time since breakfast, 

rearranging the canisters on the blue tile. Her mother's condominium was so different 

from the house on Park Road. It was slick, shiny, modern. The glare of the fluorescent 

lights irritated Cass. 

I really need to finish this chore this week," her mom said. "But you don't have 

to come." 

No, no sense in you lifting all that stuff on your own." 

They approached the house from the front porch, a surprise for Cass. The back 

door had always been the family entry, but her mother explained that she had stacked 

boxes in the utility room blocking the back door. The overgrown vines darkened the 
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porch and rustled with the dead leaves of the recent winter. Through the front window 

Cass glimpsed the empty living room and consciously steeled herself against any more 

emotion. She was here to sort books. 

Once inside, her mom lit the antique gas stove and put on water for tea. "I've had 

the heat turned way down. Just enough to keep the pipes from bursting. Would you like 

something warm to drink?" 

"Yeah, okay." Cass stared at the empty bookshelves that divided the kitchen and 

living room. The area was really a "great room" with no dividers except the chest high 

shelves that covered the track of the stove and some kitchen storage cabinets. She 

not ever seen them empty and was surprised to realize they were painted pale yellow. 

"Did you paint these? 1 don't remember them being painted." 

"Lord no, Cass. They haven't been painted since we first moved in. The books I 

saved are there by the front door. See if there's anything you'd like to take." 

Cass bent down next to the boxes and began her search. She quickly realized she 

might take them all if she'd had room in the Blazer. There were the collection of Kahlil 

Gibran, several translated volumes of oriental poetry, and even some books from her own 

young days of Grimm and Dr. Seuss. She culled out the encyclopedia set, too ancient for 

modern information, and various titles she felt she'd never have need for in the future. 

Pat brought her her cup of tea, and Cass' eyes followed her mom's to the three boxes of 

books. 

"I'm not very good at throwing things away," Cass said. 

"That's okay. If you think youH use them. I already weeded out the really weird 

stuff," 

Like what?" Cass suddenly felt the edge of anger again. 
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"Oh, you know, the extreme stuff. The end of the world predictions, the love-

thy-neighbor-but-not-your-wife stuff." Here it was, her mother's pain, and it grated 

against Cass's buried own. 

Cass tried to change the subject, "What else needs doing?" 

Mom sighed, hands hanging awkwardly at her sides, looking into the books 

below as if the medicine for the pain would be there in the black and white of the letters 

and pages. 

Cass's mother stood in front of the sink, her hips pressed into the edge of the 

counter for stability. Cass's father stood behind her, speaking over her shoulder, quietly, 

forcefully. 

"Do not ever call the sheriff." His tone was smooth and even. "If you call them I 

will know and then I will not come home at all." He waitedfor the full effect of his words 

to hit their mark. 

Her mother had whispered, "You 're gone for days at a time. I never know exactly 

where you are. What if something were to happen to you and you were out there..." 

"Nothing will happen. I know what I am doing. I know the desert." He repeated, 

"There's no need to send anyone lookingfor me." 

Her mother looked into the sink, watching a plate still garnished with half a crust 

sink into the dirty water. 

Cass remembered the flat line of her mother's mouth and knew its grimness. Their 

words were beyond her, but she knew something was wrong. She had wanted to cross the 

living room and work her smallness between them, but she had remained on the floor, 

feigning concern with her miniature china set and her dolls. 
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Cass looked around the living room, bare except for the tx>ok boxes and the large 

glazed fifty-gallon bean crock that had served as a lamp stand. The coldness of the house 

creeped into her, up through the smooth, painted concrete that had warmed the house in 

her memory. Her mother had always turned on the heat early each morning so that when 

Cass got up, the floor would be already warmed by the hot water flowing through the 

copper pipes beneath her feet. It was one element of the house that made it unique, but 

also one that had been a constant worry. As the house had aged, the concrete had begun 

to show signs of moisture seepage, white rings of dust pushing up through the golden 

shine. It had started in Cass' closet and moved along under her bed to the bathroom next 

door, eventually making it to the middle bedroom down the hall. 

They spent the rest of the morning moving boxes out of the utility room to the 

storage shed attached to the carport across the gravel driveway. By noon the remaining 

boxes were stored, and while her mom locked the shed, Cass remained in the house, 

leaning on the empty bookshelves. In the silence, she heard the ticking of a clock and 

instinctively looked toward the wall where the clock had hung above the dining room 

table. It was gone. 

In her memory its pendular ticking had never allowed complete silence in the 

house. It had tiek-tocked while she waited for a high school date who never came, had 

filled the silence of hours of mumps, and measles, and wisdom teeth removed, had 

methodically reassured her when the shapes in the wood in her bedroom frightened her 

and kept her from drifting off to sleep. It was not a clock that chimed the time, but it had 

kept it with certainty. Cass could remember her mother opening the glass face every ten 

days to wind the clock with a key she kept on top of the octagonal wooden frame, always 
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careful to remember that the hinged glass sometimes caught on the white face. 

Sometimes when they were away too long on vacation, the clock would wind completely 

down and her mother would allow Cass to start the pendulum again. It required skill to 

push the pendulum just so far and let it go, allowing it to make its arc smoothly and at the 

right rate. She listened for the familiar heartbeat now and shivered. 

Seven year old Cassie heard the truck wheels turning the gravel in the driveway: 

"Dad's home!" she called to her mom who was sewing in the back bedroom, and she ran 

to greet him at the back door. He had called earlier from Williams to say he was nearly 

home. He had been gone a couple of weeks, away on business. She opened the back 

door and waited for him to cross the driveway to her. 

"Dad," she hugged his bulky middle and he squeezed her back against him. The 

pressure of his hand was reassuring and she felt herself relax, realizing for a quick 

moment that she had been tense, anxious about his return. "What's in the package?" 

Cass's eyes surveyed the brawn paper and string around the rectagonal box he had 

carried through the doorway. 

"Something for your mother," was all he would say. He patted her back again 

ami released her. "There's something for you in the truck," and he moved into the house. 

The excitement over the new puppy had managed to erase the memory of her 

mother's tight lips. It came to her now, in the silence of the house, and she felt the 

butterflies falter in their inner flight. Reaching for the stability of the remaining folding 

chair, Cass wondered if her knees were shaking because of the memories or the fact that 

it was past her lunch time. 
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"Time to eat?" her mother called from the back porch, seeming to sense Cass's 

weariness. 

"Sure," said Cass. "What sounds good?" 

Sitting at the small glass table at the Salad Bar Restaurant across from the 

courthouse, Cass tried to sort through her morning. The memories had caught her off 

guard, pushing her to near tears as she sat and waited for their order to arrive. She 

fought them off with idle pleasantries shared with the steady stream of people stopping 

by their table. Pine was still small enough that her mother couldn't go anywhere where 

she didn't see someone she knew. Women her mother knew from her volunteer work, 

people who used to know Cass- it was all a part of her mother's life. But sitting there 

surrounded by walls stenciled with multi-colored lettuce, tomatoes, and other salad 

makings, Cass despised the smallness of it all. This existence was what her mother had, 

but it did not have to apply to her. 

"Mom, I've got something I want to tell you." Cass broke into her mother's 

monologue about the past and current owners of the restaurant. 

"Okay." 

"Tim has asked me to marry him." Cass realized as she said the words that she 

had not thought much about what her mother's reaction might be. 

Pat looked into her lap and slowly up again and then steadily at Cass. "Is this 

what you want?" 

Cass heard the use of "this " and nearly said no. "Yes. Well, I think so. I don't 

know, I mean he's a great guy and he's kind, bu..." she trailed off. 

Her mom's eyebrows rose. "You don't look particularly happy about it." 

Cass felt helpless. Her mother's face had changed, allowing a certain bitterness to 

paint its sour experience across her eyes. The expression was too familiar. 
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"I thought you liked Tim," Cass said. 

"I do." 

"That face, I know that face. It means you don't approve, it means something is 

wrong." 

"What are you talking about?" Her mother lowered her voice. 

"That tight-lipped thing you do. When I was at the house today, I remembered 

seeing it a lot when I was little. Whenever you didn't want to tell me something, 

whenever you and dad were together, I think. What is it? What's the matter?" 

Pat rearranged her napkin in her lap and moved her gaze to the window beside 

them. She avoided Cass's stare. 

"Tim is a fine young man. I am just afraid that you are not ready for all that 

marriage means." 

"So, what does it mean, Mom? Tell me." Cass felt the emotion of the morning 

rise to the surface. "I could figure that it didn't mean much, since you and dad aren't 

together." 

The words popped in the air between them and fell onto the clean glass table as 

verbal shrapnel. Their soup and sandwiches came and the ensuing silence filled Cass's 

mouth with curdled emotion. They were halfway back to the house when Cass broke the 

heavy quiet. 

"Why did you sell the house, Mom? Why? Why couldn't you have just stayed 

there? I would have helped you with the repairs." 

"It wasn't about repairs, Cass." 

"Then what?" She watched her mother struggle with the now not-so-distant pain. 

Its just not that simple," Pat finally mumbled, and the uneasiness settled in again 

about them. 
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In the evening, after they had situated the boxes of books in the Blazer, Cass 

asked about the clock. 

"I sent the one from the Nicholson's to Aunt Jean as a Christmas gift last year. 

She collects them and I never could get anyone to fix the chime your dad disconnected," 

"No, Mom" Cass persisted. "The one from above the table." 

"Oh, it went at the auction. You didn't want it, did you?" 

"No, just wondered where it went," Cass answered. 

After her mother had retired to her room, Cass called Tim again. 

"Where are you?" he answered, his voice slurred with sleep. 

"In Arizona. Were you in bed already?" 

"I fell asleep watching a movie," he answered, more alert. "What are you doing, 

Cass? I've been worried." 

"I know. I tried to call last night but you weren't home." 

"What's going on? I ask you to marry me, you say okay, and the next morning 

you're in Arizona." 

Cass paused. 

"Are you okay?" Tim asked. 

"Oh, I went out to the house today. It was weird, empty. She's just about done 

moving stuff out." She could hear his voice tighten with frustration. 

"Have you told her about us?" 

"I tried. Today at lunch. Somehow it didn't go well." 

"Why? Was she upset?" 

"Yes. No. Not about us, I don't think. I don't know." 
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"You sound tired." Tim offered, his tone softer now. "Cass, we're okay, aren't 

we? I mean, you are coming back, aren't you?" 

"I'm sorry, Tim. Coming here was a crazy idea. I wasn't thinking. We're okay. 

Ill be home soon." 

She lay in bed, unable to relax enough to let sleep come. What was she doing? 

Staring at the ceiling, she thought about the night she had found out that her father had 

left. It was a September evening, still softly warm from the sun of the day. But she had 

felt the air thicken when he drove up next to the house. She greeted him at the door as 

always, but she would not forget his words to her mother's angry glances. 

"I just came for some maps I forgot," he explained over Cass's head. 

"They're in the back." Cass looked back and forth between them, tiying to absorb 

the hugeness, the nuance of their conversation. She had followed him into the bedroom 

to get the maps and realized as he removed them from the top drawer of his side of the 

dresser that her mother's things now filled the drawer. Cass's eleven-year-old self 

struggled desperately with the truth of it all. She had searched her father's face for an 

answer, but had had to watch him walk away from her down the hallway. Later, from 

her room, she listened to them talking. 

"Are you sure this is what you want?" Her father's voice was grim, determined. 

"No, it's not what I want, but you've already said you won't change the way things 

are. II 

"Why does it have to change? Why do you insist on putting up fences?" 

"People are talking. I just can't stand what they must be thinking of me. I won't 

stand it. I want to save what little self respect I have." Cass could hear the tears in her 

mother's voice. 

"Do you really care so much what other people say?" 



68 

"I'd be a fool to let you stay. I want this to be enough for you and I guess I'm just 

not." 

"The marriage idea was yours in the first place. You knew I wouldn't change." It 

was more his tone than his words that caused the tears to come. Cass had sobbed into her 

pillow and they had come to her bedroom door. 

"Oh, Cass," her mother had sighed, and her father had come to the bed and sat on 

the edge, rubbing her track as he had done so many times. 

"It will be all right," he said, but it never was. He had left and the anger had 

remained. 

Cass felt the familiar flutter of fear below her ribcage. Did she know Tim well 

enough to commit to a lifetime with him? Did she want Tim to change? It was 

sometime after midnight when she finally dozed off, lying on her side, clutching her 

pillow. 

Thursday morning dawned gray and misty. Through the patio door Cass watched 

the water bead up on the wood railing of the deck while she sipped her morning tea and 

ate her toast. The tea was helping some, but she just felt low, as trough the barometric 

pressure was also at work on the space between her brain tissue and her skull. 

The hard wood cut off the circulation to her ankles and feet, and when she leaned 

back, she remembered the knots from the long drive. Her mom was puttering in the 

kitchen behind her, getting breakfast. 

"Mom, I think I'll head home in the morning," Cass said, resting her head in her 

hands again at the table. 

"Cass.. 

"What, Mom?" 
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"Don't you think that you need some more rest before you head back?" 

"Oh, Mom, stop. I think I know what I need," The words were out of Cass's 

mouth before she could retrieve them, and she turned her eyes away with regret. 

"Really? Why are you here then?" 

Cass pushed angrily away from the table and headed for the stairs. 

"I don't think you're here because you need me!" 

Cass slammed the bedroom door against her mother's words. The tears came 

then, years of them, rushing forward, pushing against Cass's will. What she needed was 

his knee to sit on, his words to reassure her, his compassion, what he'd never given, and 

coming home wasn't going to make it happen. 

Cass tried to read, but thoughts and memories raced through her head, distracting 

her from the tiny black lines on the page. It was late morning and she had not been 

downstairs since her mother had left to get the groceries. She sighed. Hungry, she rose 

and opened the door, listening carefully for signs that her mother had returned. Silence. 

Once in the kitchen, Cass searched for a snack. Their uneaten breakfast was still 

on the counter. She put her plate of eggs and bacon into the microwave and set the timer. 

A minute would be enough she decided. She began to search in the pantry for the salsa, 

but in the middle of her search the utility door swung open. She watched her mother 

juggling a paper bag of groceries and trying to get her keys back out of the door handle. 

"Mom, wait. Let me help." Her mother's eyes avoided heirs. 

"Mom, I'm sorry." Cass's words trailed off into the coolness of her mother's 

expression. She tried again, "Mom, why did you get rid of everything? The clock, why 

did you sell the clock?" 

"Cass, that clock was given to your father by another woman." 

Cass waited, unable to accept this new reality. "Yeah, so?" 
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"A woman," her mother moved away from her to the counter, "he was having an 

affair with." 

Cass' knees weakened. She found the edge of the nearest stool and leaned against 

it. 

Twenty-years of looking at that clock. Every day, every evening, every time her 

mother had waited for him to come home, hoping he'd really been at work. Always, it 

had been there, a reminder of what she was living with or without. She saw her mother 

with new eyes, the anger dissolving into a silent admiration one woman for another. She 

wasn't sure she would have, or could have, endured it, and somehow she knew that it had 

been endured for her sake. 

"Mom, why didn't you tell me? Why didnt you let me know how bad it was for 

you to stay there?" 

Her mother set the bags on the counter. "Would you have listened? Or thought I 

was making up stuff to turn you against him? You adored him, Cass. 1 wasn't sure I 

wanted to be the one responsible for breaking your bubble." 

"But why did you stay with him so long, knowing what you knew?" 

Her mom shrugged. "We had some good times together. Like you and Tim will 

have." 

Cass frowned. "I don't know, Mom. I'm worried that you're right, that I don't 

know anything about marriage." 

"Cass, I'm not the expert. I do know that Tim is not like your father. He's 

committed to you and he wants to be with you. You've both had your time to be 

independent, you're going in knowing who you are. You'll work out the details." 

Cass saw the conviction in her mother's eyes, the same persistence that she'd seen 

each time they'd reset the clock together. 
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"Maybe I'd better call him tonight." 

"Maybe so," her mother offered, and the two women smiled. 



PARAPLEGIA 

The tabloid headlines shouted the bizarre nature of the world: "Alien Baby Born 

to Goat Mother", "OprahWinfrey Confesses to Theft", "Frank Sinatra Down With Deadly 

Jungle Virus." The state of her world, and now the lady in front of her was loading her 

items one at a time onto the conveyer belt Kellogg's corn flakes. Milk. Flavored rice 

cakes. Hot dogs. "Jesus," Elaine thought. "Great diet." In her own basket there were 

fruits, vegetables, fresh meats, all four food groups in balance. She tried to limit the 

sweets, but Gene liked sweets and that meant she always got some. 

Elaine glanced at her watch. She'd been in the grocery store an hour. The 

muscles beneath her ribcage tightened. Gene didn't like to wait on dinner. It was close 

to five now and dinner was supposed to be at six. Perhaps he had found a show to watch 

on TV. Or had lost track of time because he was involved in another project in the 

garage. She inched her basket into the chute, briefly touching and moving the basket in 

front of it. 

"Sorry," she replied in answer to the grim glance of the woman-so-slow. Finally, 

the conveyer was clear enough for her to move forward, reach for a gray rubber divider, 

and begin to unload her own basket of groceries onto the platform. 

"How are you today?" the clerk asked as Elaine moved by the register to place her 

purse on the small counter. 

"I'm okay, thanks." Time seemed to shift down into second gear as she watched 

the checker slide item by item across the red laser beam. 

"Hot out today. Can't even stay cod in here." 
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Elaine smiled her acknowledgment, resisting for a moment the urge to begin 

bagging her own groceries. The checker caught her expression and looked past her to the 

end of the store, 

"Carry Out!" she hollered, and then said to Elaine, "Lots of kids are quitting here 

at the end of summer so we're a bit short handed." 

Elaine smiled again, this time at nothing in particular. She opened up her 

checkbook, wrote "Arnold's" on the "Pay to" line and waited. When she looked up again 

the bagger had appeared. 

"Keep the bread separate, please." The girl looked at her from beneath a bleached 

shock of hair that hung down across her left eye. Her expression was not unkind, but 

was bored and disinterested. Elaine silently evaluated the girl, taking in the new age hair 

and the blue-gray lip gloss, and, for a millisecond, she envied the girl who was obviously 

rebelling, expressing herself against someone or something. 

"One-oh-nine, ninety-three." Elaine faltered for a moment knowing she had put 

more in the basket than she should have. She had ninety-five dollars in her account and 

she decided quickly to risk asking Gene for more money to cover her mistake. Leaving 

items behind would take too much time. 

She thanked the young girl for her help with the groceries, received a polite nod 

in reply and closed the hatchback on the slightly worn Monza. She had planned to fry 

the fish in the freezer and she knew defrosting, even in the microwave, would take some 

time. Once inside the car she tried to relax. She pressed herself back into the seat and 

took a deep breath while she waited for the light at Arnold's to change. Maybe she just 

needed to plan further in advance. She should have gotten the fish out earlier that 

morning, should have been at the store right after lunch. She willed her shoulders to 
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drop to their normal position and realized that her head hurt, a small nagging pain in the 

front, just over her eyes. 

Elaine and Gene lived five and a half miles east of Arnold's and the shopping 

strip that contained the rural post office, barber shop, auto parts store and the Farmer's 

Insurance office. sTheir single story rancher sat on a half acre between two larger 

parcels and across the gravel road from Don and Marie. The men shared fishing stories, 

and she and Marie shared gardening and pet care solutions when there was a common 

need. People liked Gene, but Gene wasn't really a people person when it came right 

down to it. He was happiest alone, off target shooting somewhere, or in their garage 

working on the boat or on his latest projeet-with-a-motor. He was a mechanic at Big 

Jay's in town and generally went back to work after dinner on week nights, sometimes 

coming home after midnight. He never said much to her about work, or about himself, 

so she filled the silences with senseless prattle intended to create the connections that, 

lately, she wasn't sure had ever been there. 

Elaine pulled into the driveway, noting the raised garage door and the fact that 

Gene stood in Don's driveway. She swallowed the dread that had crept up into her throat 

and managed to wave hello. Gene was deep in conversation, and she exhaled audibly, 

hoping he would remain involved while she readied dinner. Maybe she would wait until 

tomorrow to ask for the money. No need to push her luck today. It was nearly five-

thirty. 

The potatoes were boiling and the oil was ready in the frying pan, when Gene 

came in through the garage. He was tall, broad through the shoulders, but lean and 
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muscular. He stopped to roll up his sleeves before he began to wash his hands at the 

kitchen sink. 

"Running a little late aren't you?" He looked down into the sink, pushing the suds 

into the garbage disposal . 

"I know. The lady in front of me took forever and the cashier needed to talk or 

something. Sorry." She watched from the side of her vision as he looked at the clock 

and surveyed the progress of the meal. He dried his hands on the towel that hung from 

the cabinet above the sink, leaving behind the grime the dish soap had not removed. 

"Fish and potatoes? That's it?" 

"I got you some strawberries and pound cake. They're in the fridge." 

"Oh yeah?" She felt him move behind her to the door of the refrigerator, felt the 

chill of the heavy air as it sunk to the linoleum and across to her ankles. 

"They look a little green. Not really strawberry season yet" He shut the door 

and she knew he was studying the clock again. She tried diversion. 

"What were you and Don talking about?" 

"Killing things." His tone was casual and general, but the piece of fish she had 

been holding slipped away into the milk again. The cornmeal floated to the top as she 

retrieved it, her fingers vibrating on the inside just enough to make them feel weak. 

"Killing things?" she said, trying to replicate his calm, to retrieve it from the air 

between them and force it back out through her vocal chords. 

"Yeah, like stray cats." 

Elaine began to drop the breaded fish into the pan, trying to avoid the stinging 

spatterings of oil. She had tried often enough to dismiss Gene's obsession with shooting 

as one inherent in male genetics, an extension of the twist-the-wings-off-a-fly mentality 

that he'd never outgrown. His father owned what seemed to her an arsenal of weapons, 
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ranging from black powder rifles and revolvers to semi-automatic pistols. Both Gene 

and he claimed they were Mel's "retirement plan" and Gene's inheritance, and they both 

traded, bought and sold as though Armageddon were near. She'd even mentioned it to 

Marie one afternoon while they sat at Marie's kitchen table. 

"It's like this power thing, Marie. It's spooky. When they talk about guns, they 

don't hear anything else." 

"Oh, I don't know," Marie had said, "Don is that way about some things. Have 

you asked him about it?" Elaine had looked into her iced tea glass. This was where their 

neighborly understanding stopped. Marie and Don talked about things. She and Gene 

did not. 

But Elaine had gone shooting with Gene. And when Gene got behind a gun, 

something happened, something subtle. The first time she went had been before they 

were married. They had driven out into the desert on the other side of the highway. The 

shale and limestone cliffs rose up from the desert floor, angling away from the drop fault 

that had created them. Fan-shaped talus slopes spread out between the eroding sections 

of displaced rock, and the base erf these slopes provided the ideal place, according to 

Gene, to hone one's skill with a gun. 

At first Gene's friendly insistence that she use a gun well enough to protect 

herself had been attractive to Elaine. Elaine had fired a gun before, as a young girl, 

when her father had taken her dove hunting. But she had resisted it as a hobby. The 

noise and kick of the shotgun bothered her, and she had always balked when it came time 

to retrieve the birds her father had hit. Elaine herself had never really tried to shoot her 

own birds, but she was always expected to collect his for him. She could find where they 

had fallen easily enough, but picking up the soft gray birds, some with iridescent hints of 
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color on the ends of the wing feathers, filled her with distress. Her father would often 

find her standing next to the bird, waiting until it closed its eyes or quit moving before 

picking it up to put it into her vest. She remembered not wanting the bird to associate its 

death with her. 

Gene had parked the truck fifty or sixty yards from the bottom of a slope and he 

and the two friends he had invited, set the cans and the well-worn target up against the 

incline. Then he'd stood next to her while she practiced, talking to her about breathing 

out halfway and then squeezing the trigger to keep from anticipating the recoil. And she 

had stolen occasional glimpses of him. 

At first she'd thought it was in his eyes, something about focus, about 

concentration. But they had gone again the next weekend and she stood away and 

watched, claiming she wanted to see it done "right". This time she knew it was the way 

he continued to grip the pistol even after the clip was emptied. His knuckles were white 

with strain and the muscles beneath the red t-shirt sleeve remained taut. She had looked, 

then, at Mark and Kevin. Had they seen what she had seen? They were relaxed, 

drinking their sustenance from their silver cans. But the knot at the bottom of her ribs 

did not go away. Eventually she declined invitations to venture into the rocky desert 

behind the house "to seek and destroy prairie dogs." 

Gene stood against the counter in front of the sink while Elaine quickly finished 

frying the fish and drained the boiling water from the potatoes in preparation for their 

mashing. She looked briefly out the kitchen window into the back yard. The pair of 

cottonwood trees protected the entire back of the house, keeping the yard a pleasant place 

in the summer. Her garden was in the far right corner and she could see that the 
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cantaloupe and zucchini had finally taken hold. But she had not seen the cat enter the 

dappled shade beneath the trees. 

She wondered later, lying in their bed, stiff and still beneath the weight of the 

quilted paisley comforter, whether there was really anything she could have done for the 

cat, either to warn it or to help it after the shooting. Gene had moved so quickly out the 

kitchen door and into the garage there hadn't been time to react. He had grabbed the 

pellet gun from its shelf above his tools, and thrown open the door to the back yard. Her 

plaintive "No.." had faded into the oiled air of the kitchen as she watched him point the 

air pump rifle and fire. 

She turned back to the window in time to watch the amber striped tabby sink 

grotesquely to the ground and then painfully, absurdly, drag its paralyzed hind quarters to 

the ditch that ran along the back of the property. Her head had drained itself of blood 

and she tried not to retch into the sink. Elaine closed her eyes and bent forward, leaning 

her forehead against the coolness of the formica. "Oh God," she had whispered again 

and again. 

No more than a minute passed and when she felt she could lift her head, she 

looked out into the garage and saw Gene quickly shut the door to the yard. His eyes met 

hers and she saw shame. It was momentary, fleeting, and then her rage rode over it 

recklessly. It did not matter. 

"What did you do that for?" she cried. "It was just a cat!" 

"I didn't think I'd hit it. I was just gonna scare it.11 Gene's voice wavered and she 

tasted his surprise on her tongue, rolled it around against her cheek, tasted it for its truth. 

"Have you ever aimed at something you didn't hit?" she threw at him, but Gene 

had recovered, had steeled himself again, and gone cold. 

"Hey, it was just a cat, there's plenty around. No big deal." 
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She watched him move back into the garage and quickly store the gun on the top 

shelf beneath a blanket he carried in the boat. And Elaine found a coldness of her own. 

"Your dinner's ready." She said looking at the half finished potatoes in the pan, 

and she walked to the bathroom. 

Shutting the door, Elaine lowered herself to the edge of the tub. The nausea was 

still with her and she tried to breathe deeply to force it away. She could not, though, 

clear from her mind the pop of the rifle, or the persistent vision of the cat dragging itself 

across the yard. Neither could she erase the look she had seen on Gene's face as he stood 

in the doorway to the yard. She had seen his profile twist momentarily into regret, eyes 

made smaller, mouth tightened at the corners. She replayed his swift agility in his 

attempt to hide the gun on the shelf. It was then that she finally wept. 

She was in the front yard pulling weeds from between the rose bushes when she 

noticed Roy walking along the road. Roy owned the four acres next to them to the south 

and his house was built on the southern edge of his property. His stride was purposeful. 

Gene had pulled the boat from the garage into the driveway to wax it and was 

busy buffing the blue paint to a high gloss when Roy said, "Hello." 

"What's up, Roy?" 

"I was wondering whether you'd seen any kids around with pellet guns. Seems 

someone shot my cat. I found him in the ditch behind my house. He'd been hit in the 

spine." Roy paused and pushed the gray blue gravel around between his boots. "We 

took him to the vet yesterday but there was nothing they could do. It was my wife's cat. 

She's pretty torn up. Sent me up here to see if you'd seen anything." 
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Elaine watched Gene's face closely for the emotion of the day before, but saw 

only earnestness. 

"No, nobody around here. That's too bad. I'll keep an eye out, though, let you 

know." Gene's voice did not waver, but he did not look Roy squarely in the eye. Roy 

waited, watching Gene's hand move over and over the same spot of paint. And then he 

looked at her. 

Elaine's focus had been on Gene, the anger from yesterday running just beneath 

the surface. She stood up and her motion caused both men to look at her. She met 

Gene's eyes. What he had done was senseless, wrong, inhumane, and her gut screamed 

for retribution. She wanted to point her finger across the beat at him, to name him 

publicly in his crime. But she saw the grim determination in the set of his mouth mid his 

creased brow, and the defiance in the width of his shoulders. There would not be, could 

not be, a confession. 

She looked away, shaking her head. She hoped that Roy would read her action 

as sympathy, disgust at the actions of others, but as she passed into the coolness of the 

garage, she felt Roy's gaze against the side of her head, not unlike the steel of a 9mm 

pistol. Elaine was sure he knew. She felt her vertebra splinter and she dragged herself 

into the house, away from the silent accusation. 


