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Prologue 
I can see her now as clearly as if I’d seen her then. Hair windcombed like incandescent banners 

streaming from the speed of her descent, feet fighting loose of gravity, eloquent in the unselfconscious 

grace that freedom from observation confers. 

She glissades deerlike through the slanting afternoon in flight or rapture toward the hidden pond 

below. Pronking comes to mind—her mind, not mine: the fourfooted bounding that deer and antelope use 

in their aspiration to become airborne. She would pronk down the slope if only she could contrive hooves. 

So must manage her best approximation trapped in her biped frame. 

I can still see her as she must have been then: yet a girl though metamorphosing into womanhood, her 

body perhaps a year ahead of her persona. Or maybe not: maybe she was in balance, harmony, and simply 

free of the moral pollutants with which we equate maturity. I don’t know. I can see her—visually, 

viscerally—but I still don’t know. 

Nearer, I can see her cheeks flushed with cold and exertion. By her balletic descent I would expect 

her to be laughing but she isn’t: there is a solemnity about her, a presage to sorrow or wisdom at odds 

with her exuberant bearing. The pond is a moderate gathering of the stream that etched this narrow 

canyon, a dark mirror no bigger than a suburban plot’s backyard before the water finds its outlet and 

continues its way to the unseen river. A bedsized lozenge of granite shelves into the inflow, a raft of twigs 

and needles and composting black oak leaves eddied in its lee, vestige of higher flows. Today the stream 

is something between a trickle and a freshet, just chuckling at its confluence with the pond’s otherwise 

still surface. The girl condenses to a stop here, breathing. 

Look at her. She’s in blue jeans, slender but not tight, with dark splatters on her hiking boots and 

lower pantlegs.  A hooded sweatshirt a size too large, grey, a fading red Raiders logo cracked and peeling. 

A hand-me-down plaid wool lumberjack’s coat, its matted faux fleece lining decorated with bits of hay. A 

small backpack fraying at the seams. She puts her hands in the coat pockets and stands. Her exhalations 

make delicate steamwreaths, pluming and dissipating while the stillness seeps into her. 

But for her late-twentieth-century attire she could be a Tolkien elfmaid or an Arthurian wood sprite. 

Do I overromanticize? Oh, probably. But there is, for me at least, something archetypal in this image—in 

her, in the her I didn’t know then and the her I later did—that serves me as some sort of anchor, 
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touchstone, even justification against all that was to follow. 

Despite the hour and season, the aspect and topography conspire to direct a shaft of unencumbered 

sunlight onto the rock so that she shines bright as a flame against the gloom of the shadowed woods 

embracing the pond. She slips loose of the pack, tucks her tangled hair into the coat, sinks down first to 

kneel then to lie prone on the granite shelf, folds arms under chin, and gazes over the verge into the water: 

window, mirror, or oracular device? The breath from her nostrils makes just the slightest shiver in her 

reflection. 

Later she will tell me that school particularly sucked that day and that lying there she was fighting 

tears, but that’s not how it looks to me. I see her in tranced communion with the forest, the water, the 

secret cove, enclave and refuge from the fists of a brutal world. She lies motionless for a long time. She 

closes her eyes, feeling the cold seep through her layers of clothing, settling into the lullaby of the stream 

murmuring beside her. Maybe she sleeps for a few minutes. Then wakes. 

The sunlight has slid off the shelf and across the pond to the far shore. From her place of 

motionlessness, motion: something large and living. She doesn’t move because she’s attuned most of all 

to all things nonhuman, and she will gladly bear discomfort if not worse before she gives alarm. So still 

motionless but now alert she lifts her eyes—just her eyes, till the tops of her orbits ache. 

A wolf at water’s edge, watching. 

She blinks. It stands at three-quarters profile, as if it had been about to drink then suspected her 

presence and hesitated. There is no wind. She meets its gaze for a time then remembers that doing so 

constitutes challenge so lowers them again. Against her folded arms she murmurs, “Hello.” 

She lets her eyes move so she can watch him without threatening. His sides moving with breath, his 

coat a gamut of greys, a hint of chocolate edging the shoulder slash, his tail hanging straight and thick. 

Eyes still on her, he lowers his head and drinks. That’s when she remembers the uneaten sandwich in her 

pack. Very slowly, begins to lift herself. The wolf tenses, readies himself for flight. 

“It’s okay,” she says softly, trying to croon assurance, “I’m just getting you something.” 

And he waits. She moves slowly and calmly. She snakes a hand into the pack and finds the somewhat 

crumpled sandwich and draws it out, relieved that it’s in plastic not paper. It’s bologna. She’s grateful—

this one time—that her mother has not yet understood that she hates bologna. His ears perk, his nostrils 

widen; maybe he relaxes. 

Then tenses again, drops again, ears cocking elsewhere. Now she hears it too: a distant thrashing of 

brush, a human grunt. The thrashing stops. He’s not looking at her any more but above, white crescents 

cradling irises, a worried slant to his ears. 

When a man’s voice gravelly with rage bellows, “Fairbanks you mangy piece a shit, get your fuckin 

ass back here or I swear to fuckin god I’ll turn you into a goddamn fuckin rug!” 
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The thrashing resumes and she looks away for a moment to see if she can see where it’s coming from 

but she can’t, precisely, and when she looks back the wolf is gone. 

She hears whispers of his flight, quickly subsumed in the far louder sounds of the human’s passage, 

mingled with less directive curses. Once, for an instant, she glimpses him: ungainly floundering like a 

scarecrow infused with momentary life and thrown together with too many limbs or too few: light flashes 

along a swinging crutch. The rumors of pursuit fade; another bellowed “Fairbanks!” bounds and rebounds 

diminishing between the wooded hills; the cove the pond the freshet return to stillness if not once more 

tranquility. 

Kneeling, she holds the sandwich. She lowers it to her thigh. Head and shoulders have acquired a 

slump. She is very still. 

A Steller’s jay shrieks across the stillness, flares over the water to a hidden perch and shrieks again, 

jarring and manic. Slowly she straightens, puts the sandwich back in the pack, rises fluidly to her feet, 

swings into the packstraps, then steps off the rock and onto the faint trail along the pond’s edge. She is 

not running now—not pronking—but trudging under the immeasurable weight of doomed freedom back 

into her life. 
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Chapter 1. People Bring Me Their Stories 
People bring me their stories like offerings, but whether for expiation or advertisement I’ve never 

been willing to guess. It’s always been like that, I don’t know why, but it won’t do to question too 

closely: that would be ungracious inspection of the proverbial gifthorse, an affront to the universe’s 

capricious benevolence. In any event, what most sane people would take for nosiness for some reason 

they seem to perceive in me as innocent and earnest interest. Which it is, to a point; earnest, at least; and it 

is genuine, though I suppose it can’t be wholly innocent if I hoard what I gather for my own purposes. 

They are not evil purposes—but they are my own.  

During that time this peculiar gift was perhaps amplified by my newness in the town. Because I was 

new but not unconnected, perhaps I didn’t pose the potential threat an unintroduced stranger might have 

done.  

So the town accreted around me, a reversal of erosion, anecdotes and personalities drifting, pausing, 

adhering: the way a coral reef grows—over time, incremental and amorphous until suddenly a presence is 

evident. Still, one can only guess at its actual shape, the true nature of the lives inhabiting its crevices. 

There are spears of occasional light, revelatory; unsuspected storms, concealing with sudden shadow; 

transient predators; tectonic upheavals and volcanic plumes. There are never-seen lifeforms, delicate as 

dreams. You can learn and learn and learn and never know. 

Arriving as I did—road-weary and battered but exultant in what I’d seen and where I’d been—all 

innocent of intent beyond finding a temporary respite from hard travel among old friends with a few 

creature comforts thrown in—I could not have known what would come. These many years later I can tell 

the story: or I have to. I’m one of the few left who knows or perhaps even cares where the bodies, 

figurative and literal, are buried. Of course I do. I helped bury them. 

 

“So when the fuck,” Jack said, “did you start smoking?” 

I shrugged. “It was sort of an accident.” 

“Jesus, Ryan. Everything’s sort of an accident with you, isn’t it?” 

“That’s one cosmological perspective. That design is the illusion.” 

His hand wiping down the bar paused. Sunlight coming low through the front window shot a sliver of 

ruby light across him, sculpting him in the way that only late-day sun can do. He looked at me for a time, 

narrow-eyed, then guffawed. 

“Same old wry bread.” 

“Do you mind?” 

“Ryan.” 
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“Thank you.” 

“So tell me.” 

“Doesn’t anybody else work here? Or, you know, come in? Like maybe customers.” 

He shook his head with a certain dolorous resignation. “It’s Tuesday.” As if that explained. Then he 

said, “Shelley’s due in a few minutes. If she actually shows.” 

“Shelley?” 

“Waitress. Don’t get your hopes up. She’s not your type.” 

I quoted, “It was against my principles, but I find that principles have very little force except when 

one is well fed.” 

He stopped wiping again. He looked at me. “Twain?” 

“Diary of Adam and Eve,” I said. “One of the versions.” 

He tossed the bar rag, opened the dishwasher, started racking glassware. Away from the fugitive 

sunlight, the ghastly light behind the bar underlit chin, lips, nose, brow. 

“What’s my type, then?” I persisted. 

“You know. Earthy. Natural. No makeup. Almost but not quite hippy wannabe. Tendency toward 

flatchested.” 

“Oh so little do you know me,” though in fact he had it nailed. 

“Ha. Like a fucking book.” 

He hit a switch and music came on. 

“Country?” I said. 

“This is Pollock Pines, El Dorado County. Best get used to it.” The last sentence drawled with an 

exaggerated twang. 

“How the mighty have fallen,” I said. Because he approached the level of scholarly expertise in his 

appreciation of esoteric jazz. 

“Judge not,” he sighed. “Anyway, it’s just life. You know? What happens when you’re busy making 

other plans.” 

“Lennon.” 

“In point of fact it was a cartoonist named Allen Saunders in 1957.” 

“Jesus. And where did you come up with that?” 

He shrugged. “I guess it was sort of an accident.” 

We used to, in the younger years, banter for hours, but I wasn’t certain if the old pattern was holding 

true or if we, without a new pattern to replace it, were simply treading remembered neural pathways out 

of hopeful rote. I hadn’t been here long enough—just hours, in fact—and before that it had been several 

years and countless miles. 
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I took out my tobacco pouch and rolled one. 

“And rolling your own,” Jack said. “Like a cowboy or a convict.” I licked it closed. “How often do 

people ask for a hit?” 

“Oh, it happens. Maybe not as often as you’d think.” 

“I still can’t believe it.” 

I lit, drew, exhaled. “It started in Egypt,” I said. 

“Egypt.” 

“The men all smoke.” 

“All?” 

“All. As in every damn one. Offering a cigarette is a particular social nicety. Refusing it is an insult.” 

“You can’t just explain …” 

“Air. Water. Food. Tobacco. Then maybe sex. If you’re a man, you smoke.” 

“Huh.” 

“So I learned—out of a sense of social necessity.” 

“Uh-huh. So just in case you hadn’t noticed. You’re not in Egypt anymore.” 

“But now I’m addicted. And I rather enjoy it. It’s a social prop. Digital and labial occupation. A 

gestural device.” 

“You’ll have to watch those multisyllabic explanations around here.” 

I looked at him. Blew smoke. “Really.” 

He shrugged, a lopsided grin. 

“You’ll find your way around,” he said in an excessively reassuring tone. 

“It’s California. We’re, what, fifty miles from the capital?” 

“Less. Still—it’s a couple days by horse and wagon.” 

“Which is relevant why?” 

“There’re families that have been here since the Gold Rush.” 

“Karen’s from here, isn’t she? I mean, that’s how you wound up here.” 

He nodded. Started carting ice from the machine in back. 

“You need a hand?” I called after him. 

Dumped a bucket in the well. “Thanks, though. This is my zenlike devotional ritual.” 

He got and dumped a second while I watched him work. 

“Karen’s family showed up in the fifties. Depending on who you’re sitting next to, that makes them 

either oldtimers or newcomers.” 

Daylight flared. I looked over my shoulder at the momentary silhouette: a slender woman, a nimbus 

of blonde hair fading as the door swung shut behind her. 
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“Ooh, look,” she called out, “a customer!” 

“No such luck. An old friend. Shelley, Ryan. Ryan, Shelley.” 

Closer, she looked older than us: thin but notably large breasted: my attention doesn’t generally 

gravitate toward breasts as defining characteristics, but in Shelley’s case it seemed appropriate. The 

neckline, the cleavage, the discernable distortions of nipples in the horizontal stripes like a high-resolution 

contour map. She held out a hand, appraising me like a predator assessing potential prey. 

“Ryan,” she said, with a rising inflection. Jack was right—heavy makeup, the pushup and very sheer 

bra—not my type. But a well-crafted face, a slightly roman nose, dark eyes, dark brows, the wild blonde 

hair big and artfully trashy but no longer than the top of her neck. She was almost as tall as me; the hair 

made her incrementally taller. I saw her wielding it as intimidation—its own style of allure. Holding onto 

the hand. She wasn’t subtle about it; nor was her makeup applied with much finesse. “And what brings 

you to our little slice of heaven?” 

I extricated my hand as gracefully as I could. Glanced at Jack’s suppressed grin. 

“Passing through,” I said. “Visiting my old friend.” 

“Ry’s working on a novel,” Jack volunteered. 

I shot a glare. He stopped doing whatever he was doing to suppress a laugh. 

“A novel!” she breathed. “How … different! What’s it about?” 

“Oh, he won’t tell you,” Jack said. “Writers hate to talk about their work.” 

She looked back and forth between us. “Is that true, Ry?” 

“I … no offense, but I prefer Ryan.” Wincing inwardly at the priggishness that must carry. “He just 

introduces me that way to piss me off.” 

He couldn’t hold it in any longer, spluttering, guffawing, leaning on his knees. He shook his head. 

“I’m sorry—” he gasped. 

“Well, Jack’s one of our favorite dicks around here,” she said. “We all get used to it, though. If you 

boys’ll excuse me, I can see you have some issues to work out.” And went into the back. 

“Cute,” I said. 

“Shelley?” 

“You.”  

“Lighten up, Wrybread. You want to get laid while you’re here, don’t you?” 

“I thought she’s not my type.” 

“Well is she?” 

“No,” I conceded with obligatory surliness. 

“However,” he said, “I just set you up. She knows all the interesting women in town … as far as there 

are any. So get that stick out of your butt. Try and have some fun.” 
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In time it got busier … not busy per se, but busy enough that Jack had to make drinks and Shelley had 

to serve them and I had leisure to sit alone at the obscure end of the bar nursing a beer and smoking and 

jotting thoughts in my notebook. Here then mined from the past’s dusty shelf is the clearer record of my 

first night: 

 
In the juke-raucous stillness of the weeknight bar, I find my self humming and attenuated, an odd 

distillation of the ways that have brought me here: condensed, like a manic chef’s reduction, of movement 
and cold and grime and solitude. Even in company alone. Reverberant with weeks on the highline. The 
highline. That’s what the tramps call it. The wheelrhythm and the creosote stink of ties and old urine under 
the trestles and the broken glass and fire rings and the tearjerking sunrise coming over the hump in the 
Klamath River watershed … even if I did know the whole time that I was in essence only slumming. Still, 
I’ve come away with most of what I’ll need for the book I feel gestating inside 

 
We season, don’t we? Karen who always shimmered with a certain dark soulfulness is a little sadder, 

perhaps, a little older, a dozen layers more beautiful. If Jack isn’t treating her well I’ll have to hurt him 
 
9:30. Third beer—probably a mistake given my delicate condition but Jack keeps bringing a fresh one 

every time I get low. I’ve probably dropped a dozen pounds in the last month. There are others in here 
now, a gradual accumulation of custom. Lot of bellies. Lot of cleavage. Tractor caps. Blue eyeshadow. 

Shelley sent two women my way. Thank you Shelley. They told me names but I didn’t remember 
them for more than ten or fifteen seconds. So you’re a friend of Jack’s. Jack’s great. You’re kind of quiet 
aren’t you. How do you write a book? I hated English. Remember Mr. Carter? What a perv. 

How do you write a book? I wish I knew. Thank you Jack. 
Uh-oh. Someone else getting sent my way: a very large woman in jeans and top much tighter than she 

really should be seen in. Someone should tell her. She was just leaning over the bar in whispered 
consultation with Jack. They both looked my way. You’re a dead man, Jack. 

 
11:00. Interesting. She was not, at least, an erstwhile setup in bad taste; rather Jack’s sister-in-law, one 

of Karen’s myriad siblings; foster or adoptive, more accurately, I’m not fully clear on that. It’s a 
complicated family, an oral diagram of which Diane drew for me. She’s wry and smart in a self-
deprecating way. Funny. 

In college Karen never talked much about her family beyond generally deflected allusions. In college 
we were about now and to come, not about having come from. So I heard occasional oblique references to 
a gaggle of sisters and a couple of brothers but only in particular contexts and never with names, let alone 
faces or personalities, attached. 

Diane fleshed out the family tree, or maybe I should say orchard. I wanted to know, and she seemed 
inclined to share; I’ve found, over time, that expressions of interest in people’s lives—particularly in 
bars—serve as an inducement to copious production of detail. 

It was, predominantly, the father’s clan. They emerged from Missouri, probably during the 
depression—the father and three big sisters and an older brother, his mother, a couple of her siblings, an 
uncle on the dead father’s side—and came to California the promised land. Hardship and necessity 
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scattered them across the state; one or two gave up and went back home; in the early fifties the present 
generation’s father—Frank Stears—went into the army where he operated heavy equipment and skated 
through the Korean war and came back and landed work in the Bay area. He, together with his mother and 
the two older sisters (who had managed to work their way into some sort of prosperity) bought a quarter 
section of raw land on a hilltop some miles from the nearest town between Placerville and Pollock Pines 
off the main highway from Sacramento to Lake Tahoe. The gold country. Auspices of incipient fortune. 
The idea would be, when they had saved enough money, to build a tiny nation (a compound? a cult?) 
where they could gather up the scattered seed of the clan and all could flourish in the safety and security of 
kin who, as everyone knows, are the only ones you can ever really trust. 

Frank met Ardeth after the land purchase but before the exodus. Ardeth it turned out was unable to 
bear children but had her heart set on a big family so they assembled one from spare parts. Frank spent two 
grueling years commuting to the Sierra foothills on weekends and holidays to build the first house. They 
moved up with an adopted child, a mother, and an aunt; then Frank spent the next fifteen years commuting 
in the opposite direction to work, supporting the growing family compound. A second house with plans for 
a third, yet to be built. A septic system. Cover for the growing fleet of vehicles and equipment.  

They had fantasies of Walton’s Mountain, Diane tells me. At my fuzzy look she says, The Waltons? 
The TV show? 

I shrug apologetically. I don’t do much television. 
She rolls her eyes. All right. Father Knows Best meets Little House on the Prairie. Are those allusions 

any better? 
I get it now. Sorry—I’ve been away. 
So Jack tells me. An appraising eye. This town, thus far, seems peopled by carnivorous women. 
I’m not clear on all the intricacies of chronology or relation. Family members came and went. Some 

acquired property in other parts of the county. Some real estate investments seemed to hinge on ultimate 
construction of a dam, which would ostensibly bring unimaginable wealth and happiness to everyone 
involved. The dam hasn’t gotten built but people are still optimistic. Or maybe construction started then 
stopped; I’m not precisely sure. 

There are in Karen’s generation four or five sisters and two or three brothers, ranging from fourteen to 
thirty-two. As she told me, I couldn’t keep them all straight. Most came through the foster system; some 
were ultimately adopted, while others were around for awhile then moved on when they aged—or acted—
out. There are feuds and alignments, good siblings and bad siblings. There have been dramas spanning 
decades. There is emotional scarring. She manages to convey all this without giving me much in the way 
of actual detail. The Waltons model did not, presumably, prove viable. 

My own family is archetypically bland by comparison. Parents retired, sister married with children, 
brother a comfortably successful attorney in Los Angeles. We are Father Knows Best twenty years later. 
I’m the outlier, and even I’m pretty tame. We all stay in touch. We all like each other. I have come to 
suspect that my family, in its normalcy, is in fact a rare if not downright weird anomaly. 

Then a few minutes ago two guys came in, one of them exuding presence, the other appearing to bask 
in the presence’s wake. The former moves like a large cat—one who isn’t hunting at the moment. But 
could be. Dark hair in a ponytail. A desperado moustache, dense two- or three-day stubble. Hooded eyes. 
Leather biker vest with no insignia over a tight dark T-shirt. Very fit. Already intimidating. He occupies 
the uniform of a dangerous man but the uniform itself is irrelevant. It is the man, not the uniform, that 
exudes the strong potential for peril. The other one, jeans western shirt tractor cap scraggly beard, is not 
dangerous. He would like to be but he’s not. He’s big, he looks strong, he swaggers; he might get in fights; 
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he might have a temper, and I can picture a rifle in the windowrack of his truck, but he is intrinsically just 
a guy. This all comes to me in a flash. I could be completely wrong. 

Diane says I hate to be rude but I have to see a man about a horse. 
Who is that? I ask because the vestigial crowd seemed—just—to hold its collective breath for the 

briefest of intervals when the two walked in. 
That? Oh, that’s R.C. My big brother. 

 

Karen said, “Go to work, Jack. I get Ryan for awhile. Fair is fair, he’s my friend, too.” 

Jack looked at her, looked at me, looked at her. Shrugged. “You can borrow Karen’s car whenever if 

you feel like coming in,” he said to me. “But no more than two beers.” 

“I can walk,” I said. 

“It’s like two miles.” 

“It’s only two miles.” 

He laughed weakly. “Don’t believe everything she tells you.” 

Her nostrils flared slightly but otherwise she didn’t react. She glanced at me. It was suddenly 

uncomfortable. 

“All right. Gotta go.” He leaned to kiss her. She offered a cheek. 

Very. 

When he was gone she said, “How bout some coffee?” 

“I’d love some tea.” 

“You used to be a coffee drinker.” 

“I did. And now I’m a tea drinker.” 

We went into the kitchen, the dinner dishes still piled in the sink. It was a modest, nondescript house, 

not new, not old, in a neighborhood of others like it. It wasn’t a tract, precisely—or maybe it was, but the 

tractiness was obfuscated by the hilly terrain and the haphazard semirural infrastructure. The cupboards 

were cheap veneer. There was a woodstove on a cultured flagstone hearth in the living room but winter 

was over. Some outstanding photos and prints on the walls, but none that would have cost much. 

She put a kettle on, fussed about with cups and filters. She pointed at a cupboard. “Tea’s up there,” 

she said. “Help yourself. Bags, looseleaf, herbal, pretty much whatever you might want. Hopefully.” 

I browsed through the boxes, selected one. Took two teabags, put them on the counter beside the 

cups. 

“I like your hair,” I said. Deep walnut brown with a hint of wave, it used to reach her middle back, 

thick and swaying, but she’d cut it to just cover her ears. A scattering of silver threads concentrated from 

a point above her right eye like a faint comet’s tail.  “I didn’t think I would but I do.” 

“That’s nice,” she said with a studied indifference. 
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“At once perky and professional,” I persisted. 

She shot a disdainful look over her shoulder, one eyebrow arched. “Oh, please.” 

“It’s true.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

Still awkward. She wanted to talk but didn’t. While the kettle was heating she moved to the sink and 

arranged dirty dishes according to some mildly autistic compulsion to order, added detergent and hot 

water. Shifted a saucepan, adjusted a serving spoon. I waited, watching her eloquent reticence from 

behind. 

“Stop staring,” she said. 

“I’m not,” I lied. 

“You are, and stop.” She turned. Her eyes shone with emotion I could neither identify nor explain. 

Her magnificent eyes. 

I met her first but Jack wound up with her. That might have been the tagline of our young lives, junior 

high through college. He had some pheromonal magic toward which women inevitably gravitated. It’s not 

simply that he was better looking (he was) but more: a native charm, a spontaneity, a biotic magnetism. 

Jack always had a girlfriend—or two. While I more commonly had friends who were girls. 

I nodded guiltily and turned to the refrigerator to examine the collage of papers, pictures, cards—the 

shifting sediment of life and work tethered by a plethora of magnets. 

Center eye level: an eight-by-ten cardboard with a four-by-six photo of half a dozen high-school 

kids—four girls, two boys—beaming at the lens, a spectacular mountainscape behind. In glue and glitter 

framing the picture: “We love you Mrs. S!” Hearts, pine trees, a frog, and some kind of weasel drawn in 

colored ink by a not unskilled hand in the white spaces left by picture and legend. 

“You must be pretty popular,” I observed. 

I heard her glance. I heard her smile. 

“That’s the Outdoor Club,” she said. “We did a three-day backpack in the Mokelumne last summer. I 

run it with my friend Jan Klemmerman. She’s the other bio teacher.” She paused in her businesslike 

tinkering at the sink, glanced back at me. “You’d like her. She’s single.” As if that were the primary 

criterion for attraction. I tried not to fidget, tried not to sweat. Tried to pretend she hadn’t said it. 

“You get up there a lot?” I asked after a suitable pause. 

She huffed. “Not half as much as I’d like.” 

Another one caught my eye: a Polaroid of an older man, somewhat weathered. He was balding, but 

the hair he had was long, tied in a ponytail. No beard, but he hadn’t shaved in a few days. He looked to be 

in his late fifties. He wore an earring and a sleeveless denim vest with what appeared to be a barn behind 

him, squinting into the sun. 
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“This your dad?” 

She glanced again. She laughed a little. “Hardly. My uncle. Well, technically I guess he’s my first 

cousin. My father’s oldest sister’s oldest son, but he’s about the same age as my dad. So he’s always been 

Uncle Tom. Sort of the black sheep of the family, the outlaw uncle. He and my dad don’t get along, but 

I’ve always liked him.” 

“I guess there’s probably a story there.” 

“I guess there probably is.” But said no more. 

The kettle finally shrieked. She dried her hands and shut it off, poured my tea then her coffee. 

“Milk or sugar or lemon or anything? After all your world travels. Although I don’t think I have any 

lemon so you can scratch that.” 

I smiled. “This is fine.” 

She watched water seep through the grounds. When it was done she took her cup to the table, began 

to sit then got up again and took a small chipped dish from a cupboard and set it on the table by my cup. 

“For your teabags,” she explained. 

I nodded silently. It hurt to watch her trying so hard, although I couldn’t have described what it was 

she was actually trying to convey or to conceal. 

But finally sat. And I did. Shaped hands around pulsing mug. 

“So Ryan,” she finally said. She seemed to have regained her composure—not that she’d ever 

actually lost it, but more as if she had been afraid she might. “Tell me. Have you hit the big time?” 

I smiled ruefully and shook my head. “You’d have heard if I did.” Shrugged modestly. “I’ve 

published a few pieces in little literary magazines. I’ve had some pretty decent reviews. I have a few 

copies if you’re interested.” 

“Absolutely.” 

“Nothing that’s allowed me to quit my day job, though.” 

“And what pray tell is your day job?” 

Ticking on fingers I recounted: “Waiting tables. Bartending. Temp typist. Grunt labor for a landscape 

company. Apartment complex manager. House painter’s gopher. Animal care tech at a vivarium.” 

“Yuck. I remember that one.” 

“Oh, I did it again. And I worked for about a year at a shitty little zoo in Florida.” 

“You finally made it to a zoo.” 

“Yeah. Got that out of my system, anyway.” 

“And now you’re riding freight trains.” 

“Rode. I’m done. It was research.” 

“Research,” with a wry twist to her mouth. 
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“For a novel. I’ve been thinking about it for awhile.” 

She nodded. “I think that’s marvelous,” she said softly, watching me over the rim of her mug. Her 

eyes shone again. So I fidgeted—internally, at least. 

“Is Jack working on anything?” 

Because that had been the glue between us when we met as freshly minted teenagers: the popular guy 

and the nerd. We traded poems, descriptions, stories; flung words at one another, dueling vocabularies; 

challenged each other to both read and comprehend ever more daunting works. All the way through a 

master’s writing program at Berkeley, which he finished—but I didn’t, not then, though I did manage to 

get a far less prestigious version a few years later at Cal State L.A. At Berkeley, though, I left after the 

first year because I raged against the academy, against its effete overcerebration, its isolate insulated 

preciousness. 

And maybe more importantly because after awhile it was just too hard to go on being the third leg of 

the threesome that Jack, Karen, and I had become. I had accepted it, resigned myself to it, even come to 

terms with it, but I finally understood that it constituted a shadow from which I must escape if ever I were 

to thrive. 

So here I was, at the shadow’s brink again. Or not. Although the shine in her eyes had dimmed, 

shadows swimming up to subsume them. Her gaze sunk down toward her mug. 

“He wrote a couple of screenplays …” she murmured, “pretty soon after graduation. They were good. 

They were quite good. He had some interest, then things fell through. You know he’s never handled 

failure very gracefully.” 

“No. It takes practice,” I said. “That’s why I’m so good at it.” 

She smiled dutifully. “You are so not a failure, Ryan.” 

“That’s not what I’m saying. But I have failed … abundantly and with considerable variety. Two very 

different things.” 

She took a deep breath and let it out through her nostrils, holding her mug in both hands before her so 

her exhalation carried a stronger waft of coffee across the table. 

“Do you have any specific plans?” 

“No … I’m still recovering. It’s been a grueling few weeks. Hardest traveling I’ve ever done. Then I 

need to think about writing this book.” 

She nodded slowly as if to herself. “You should stay,” she said softly, not looking at me. 

“Stay—where?” I fumbled. 

“Stay here. For awhile. Write your book. I think having you around would be good for Jack.” 

I breathed and breathed. Old ghosts, old demons. Old desires. My oldest friend. And I had nowhere I 

needed to be, except for some unspecified place to park myself while I attempted my first novel. 
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“I’ll think about it,” I said. 

 

It would be good for Jack. 
I will chew this pen’s butt till it hemorrhages and I gape blackly, a plague-victim, a resurrected corpse. 
I wonder—it makes me wonder—if I will ever be loved the way she loves him: not by her, of course, 

but by anyone. Conversely, if I will ever so love. If I am capable. If, for that matter, Jack is. Maybe after 
all it is not balance but imbalance that is the powerplant of creation. 

Wednesday night in The Prospekter. Spelt with a kay and a ee. I should describe it. My second night 
and I already recognize regulars. Or they all are, other than me. 

It’s done up, as the name suggests, in a mining theme. On entering, it’s like this: a rectangle slightly 
deeper than wide (it hasn’t always been a bar; likely was a storefront in some earlier incarnation) with the 
bar running most of the right-hand wall. The bar curves in at the back, with a hinged section to let the 
bartender in and out that is supposed to be the wait station when it’s folded down but isn’t because the 
waitress (Shelley again) uses a section of bar about midway down the straightaway. She pretty much just 
muscles in. In the right rear corner is a doorless doorway where a short hall leads to restrooms, supply 
rooms, office, and rather paltry kitchen. There’s a back exit there, too. The light from the hallway spills 
out onto the bar’s short backstretch. 

(That’s me sitting there, scrawling in my journal. I’ve managed to position myself so I’m mostly in 
shadow, the edge of light just reaching the rectangle of bartop where I write.)  

Moving from right to left (again, as you’re standing in the front entry letting your eyes adjust) there is 
me, a jukebox, a dartboard, a narrow stage. Feeding the jukebox is an activity to be undertaken at one’s 
peril when darts are flying.  

Rounding the corner to the wall opposite the bar, a row of four or five fairly small square tables, each 
with its own array of four mismatched chairs. The degree of mismatch suggests a certain intentionality; 
you might have to search through three tables—including the four more that line the front wall inside the 
window—to find any two that match. The tables themselves are more similar, but they hardly constitute a 
set. 

The walls are rough-hewn planks laid variously slantwise and horizontally, depending on the 
particular section. In spots you can see the suspicion of drywall peeking through between gapped edges. 
Over the jukebox is nailed a somewhat motheaten piebald cowhide splayed and angled. Above the stage 
two dusty deer heads. One has a pair of woman’s panties (red with lace trim) dangling from an antler. The 
other appears to be smoking a large joint. 

Above the bar is a single massive painting of a (presumably) Gold Rush–era tableau: it’s an Old West 
street scene, with prominently breasted prostitutes dangling from windows and balconies as some scruffy-
looking miners cavort on the street below, brandishing small sacks of what one assumes to be golddust. 
It’s amateurish but recognizable, old but not antique. One corner has a right-angle tear in the canvas, 
flopping down in a small sad triangle. 

On the wall opposite are three smaller but still large paintings of similar ilk—each with its requisite 
component of large exposed breasts. Between and bracketing the paintings are Gold Rush–era artifacts: 
pans, picks, a crosscut saw. A wheelbarrow and a sluicebox are suspended from the ceiling. Some smaller 
pictures: framed old-time photos, reproductions of newpaper front pages. 

There’s a smallish open space in front of the stage—presumably a dancefloor. Next are three massive 
picnic tables, and finally two pool tables between the picnic tables and the square tables lining the front 
(window) wall. Each pool table has a hooded fluorescent shoplight hanging low over it, creating an island 
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of sickly greenish light. The rest of the place is lighted by suspended miner’s lanterns, rewired for low-
wattage incandescents. The work area has hidden fluorescent lighting under the bar, underlighting the 
bartender when he’s near the sink, as well as the reflected blue of more fluorescents illuminating the three 
gaptoothed tiers of call liquors. 

Where I sit in my pie-wedge of stray light—high-wattage incandescent from the hallway—I am both 
evident and obscure. When people go by me I can feel them glance. I’m sitting in a smalltown bar, writing 
in a notebook. It is, apparently, so noncontextual that it is not even suspicious—only odd, but presumably 
harmless. When the bathroom doors open or close I get a whiff of Lysol. At best, Lysol. I can only 
speculate what odors might emanate on Friday and Saturday nights when, Jack assures me, the place really 
rocks. Live music. Dancing on the anemic dancefloor.  

The dangling miner’s lights are dim enough that, with the exception of the anomalous pool tables, the 
overall ambience is yellow-gold, antiqued, bar-intimate. Maybe the pool table lights even accentuate that 
effect. From my sequestered vantage, the entire dodgy establishment presents itself (though I have to turn 
and crane if I want to consider the panty-hung buck) for my scrutiny, while I sit unobserved (except for 
my hands, my notebook) in shadow. 

In shadow. 
 
Later: Diane comes by and asks if I’m working on my novel.  
No, just a journal, I say closing it.  
Oh, private, huh?  
You might say that. She doesn’t take the hint, though, but sidles onto the stool next to me, perching 

herself against the curved corner of the bar. 
I’m interrupting you, aren’t I? 
Not at all, I lie. 
That’s very diplomatic of you. She lifts a finger at Jack when he looks this way, points at her glass and 

mine. Jack nods. The thing is, she says, I respect diplomacy but I’m not actually very good at it. 
All right I say. Preparatory to something, I can’t guess what, though now I am intrigued and less 

annoyed at the interruption because you can only spend so much time describing a physical surround and 
there are other things I’d sooner not examine just yet.  

Is there another shoe? I ask. 
Isn’t there always? she asks back. 
I laugh. Jack makes his way with replacements for each of us, though I’m barely halfway through my 

first beer and in no hurry to finish it. It’s only eight-thirty and I drank more last night than I generally do. 
Jack says Watch out for this one and both of us say in unison Which one? and he laughs and shakes his 
head and says QED and goes back down the bar. 

She turns to me and says Jack’s great. He brings a very refreshing dimension to this godforsaken 
town. 

You don’t like it here? I ask. 
It’s home. I love it. I hate it. It’s an incestuous pit. It’s god’s country. I’ve been wanting to leave next 

year since I got out of middle school. Once I actually did but it didn’t take. But we don’t want to talk about 
me. 

We don’t? 
No, Ryan, we don’t. We want to talk about you. The thing is I’m sort of the welcome wagon and the 

admissions committee all rolled into one. And you are in a very interesting situation, my friend, though 
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I’m guessing by the expression on your face you don’t have a clue what I’m talking about. 
I look at her, trying to suppress my expression without knowing what it is. 
But don’t worry, I’m going to tell you. Because that’s the kind of girl I am. She watches while I roll a 

cigarette. You do that very nicely. 
Practice. Long hours waiting for trains and such. 
You might could hire those hands out. Custom prerolled joints. 
I chuckle. Tobacco’s a lot easier. My joints look like fingers that have been broken and set badly. 
You know I’m the one got Jack his job here. 
I didn’t know. So you’re the local employment development department too. 
I was screwing the manager at the time, so I had undue influence. She watches more closely, seeking 

reaction. 
Do I shock you? she prods when I offer none. 
I shrug. Depends. 
On what? 
On the manager, of course. 
Her eyebrows peak. Then her face collapses into a pattern of gleeful creases as she begins to bob with 

a hissing laughter, her enormous décolletage setting up a dangerous harmonic. 
I like you, Ryan. 
I like you, Diane. 
And I do. Though I’m hoping that she means it as platonically as I do. So weren’t you about to reveal 

something to me? I remind her. 
I didn’t forget. Here’s the thing. You’ve caught the attention of all the interesting women in town. 
I have? I’ve been here maybe thirty hours. And I haven’t met any women besides you and Shelley. 
I’ll let that pass. 
Oh, wait. I met those two last night. Briefly. I point down the bar because they’re here again—some of 

the aforementioned regulars.  
She looks. Ray-Anne and Jocelyn she says. Yeah, they’re not interesting. They’re what I politely refer 

to as trucker trash. 
Politely? 
She shrugs. Anyway, she says, you’re a prime topic of conversation because—and here she starts 

ticking off points on fingers—A, you’re new; B, you’re male— 
Two accomplishments in which I take great pride I say. 
—C, she says without missing a beat, you’re more than passably attractive— 
At which I blush but graciously decline to protest, only shrugging and dropping eyes modestly. 
—D, you’re clearly a nice guy; E, you’re a friend of Jack’s; F, you’re a writer, which makes you 

exotic and challenging; and G, you’re single. 
That last one’s pretty far down the list, isn’t it? 
Welcome to El Dorado County. She makes air quotes. Where fidelity is just an investment bank. 
We laugh. 
So is there a takeaway message? I ask. 
You can pick and choose, for the moment anyway. No big rush. How long are you in town for? 
 
Aye and there’s the rub. 
It would be good for Jack. 
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But would it be good for me? I probe my feelings about Karen like the edges of a wound. I think 
we’ve attained to deep friendship over the years, absences notwithstanding; or maybe precisely because of 
them. Certainly that’s all she ever felt in any case. I can’t—won’t—allow myself to become a third leg 
again. 

But I’ve sensed something in him broken. Or if not broken, at least some fire has been damped. I’m 
still enough of a romantic to deny that a serious relationship is intrinsically anathema to creativity—but 
then, it doesn’t matter what I believe. He’s the one who isn’t writing—which he as much as I was born to 
do. 

Then there’s Diane’s flattering intriguing and maybe just a bit frightening revelation. I’ve never 
suspected myself of being an object of interest to women, singly or collectively. And despite my fervent 
wish that it weren’t the case, I’m already succumbing—conceptually at least—to the allure of such a 
possibility. 

What frail things we are, men more than women even, and subject to such coarse manipulation. In The 
Alexandria Quartet one of the characters—Balthazar, I think—observes that he can cause any two people 
to fall in love by the mere artifice of telling each in confidence that the other is attracted to him/her. 

I’ve been celibate for some months. Long months. I wonder who all these “interesting” women are. 
Maybe I’m already falling in love—with the idea, with the place, with the constructed idea of the place. 

 
Hindsight. Concatenation of events. Looking back, I understand that that was the night my life 

acquired a different trajectory; my life—and other lives too. It hardly seemed so at the time. Nor was it 

Diane’s somewhat ham-handed pandering of sexual opportunity—though I’d be lying if I tried to pretend 

that it had no influence at all over my responses to events. No—it was the phone call. 

Jack took it around ten. There were a few hand gestures. Frustration, maybe; then he set the phone 

down on the bar—didn’t hang it up—and hurried to where I sat in what was clearly becoming (on this my 

but second night) my designated station. 

“Ry, you can tend bar, can’t you?” 

“Huh?” 

“You’ve tended bar. You said.” 

“Yeah, some. I’m no expert.” 

“Does this look like the Oberoi Intercontinental?” 

“What’s going on? 

“Give me a minute.” He went down to Shelley waiting with a tray for him to make up an order. He 

leaned; she leaned. He gestured in my direction; she glanced, flung out a hand. He said more; she shook 

her head then shrugged and tossed her hands again in a what-the-hell gesture. He went back to the phone, 

spoke into it, made a placatory gesture with his free hand then hung up. Came back to my end and said, 

“Guess what. You get to cover for me.” 

“I get to what?” 

“I have to go.” 
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“Is Karen okay?” 

“Yeah. It’s her uncle. Well, her cousin or something. You really have to be a Mormon to follow high-

order genealogy. Anyway, he’s in the hospital, looking grim. She’s kind of freaking out, so I’ve got to go 

with her. And I have to go like now. Shelley’ll show you how to work the till. She can lock up and 

everything—you just have to make the drinks and pull the beer. It’s an easy crowd … tonight, anyway.” 

I shrugged. “Not like I have other plans, do I?” 

“You are a fucking lifesaver. I owe you.” 

“I keep the tips, though.” 

He forced a distracted grin, put a bar towel in front of me, collected Diane, and went. Then Shelley 

was there with her tray. 

She held it in my direction. “Two draft Millers, a bloody Mary, and a strawberry daquiri. Can you do 

this?” 

I took the tray. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” 

She laughed sourly. “Isn’t that encouraging. Well, get your ass back there and do your job, rookie.” 

So I became (again) a bartender. Jack was right—it was an easy room. Mostly beer and Jack-and-

cokes; what I didn’t know how to make the customers patiently talked me through; or Shelley somewhat 

less patiently did. It was, at least, a Wednesday. Shelley and I fell into a fumbling rhythm; she shook her 

head a lot, but mostly with a semblance of a smile. 

When we ushered out the last customer about twelve-fifteen she locked the door, killed the outside 

lights, and planted herself across from me. “My after-shift drink is a Cuba libre. You know that?” 

“Rum and coke with a lime?” 

“None of that well shit. Use the Myers.” She gestured to the modest display of call liquors. 

“Yes ma’am.” 

“Do not call me ma’am. And make something for yourself.” 

“I’ll have what you’re having.”  

While I was making them she pulled a sheaf of bills out of her small waitress apron, spilled a pile of 

change, started sorting and stacking. I set the drinks down; she thanked me without looking up. When the 

bills were sorted by denomination she straightened, took up her drink. We touched glasses. 

“You did all right, Ryan. For your first night.” 

“First?” 

“We actually have an opening. If you’re interested. I could put in a word.” 

I must have frozen. I felt a sudden metaphysical chill, a suspicion of unseen forces converging to 

move me like a chess piece in some game I wasn’t even playing. So I said, “I’m flattered.” 

She huffed. “Don’t be. It’d just be a few crappy day shifts and a couple of weeknights.” 
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“You are one hell of a salesperson.” 

“I like to think so.” She counted out her tips while I wiped down the bar. We finished about the same 

time.  

“So,” I said, “did you want to show me about cashing out?” 

“What, you have someplace to go? In a big hurry? Jack and Karen aren’t even home. They leave you 

a key?” 

Which was true. Jack had called an hour earlier and said they’d likely be at the hospital in Placerville 

for some hours more, if not all night. 

“Here,” she said, “let me buy some twenties.” She slid me three stacks of ones and fives. 

I opened the register, counted them in. “I’ve got a fifty in here. Want that?” 

“Sure. It’ll make me feel just a tiny bit richer.” 

I gave her the fifty and a ten. She opened her purse, took out her wallet, slid in the ten, left the fifty on 

the bar. 

“So, Ryan. Can I interest you in a line?” 

And set a small amber vial beside the fifty. 

Coming of age in the seventies, I was not unacquainted with a variety of controlled substances, 

though I’d never become what anyone would call a heavy user. And in recent years, other than some 

hashish in Egypt and a single mushroom excursion in Nepal, I’d tended to keep myself clean. I drank in 

moderation. My primary pollutant was nicotine. Still, I felt myself at that moment caught up in the 

surrender to prevailing currents, as if the surrender itself was an act of volition, a willingness to be 

carried. I shrugged. 

“Why not? I haven’t done any coke in—god, it’s been years.” 

“It’s not coke, it’s crank.” 

“Really. Never done it. That’s meth, right?” 

“Don’t let me force you,” she said. “Personally, I prefer it to coke. Costs less, lasts longer.” 

If I hesitated she didn’t seem to notice. “Like you said, I’ve got no place to be.” 

She lined us up on the bar. I tried to conceal my nervousness that anyone walking by could 

theoretically look in the front windows and see us dabbling in felony but she seemed unconcerned so I 

took what comfort I could from her imperturbability. It seemed she had enough of that for sharing, too. 

It burned the back of sinuses going in, dripping down the throat like some corrosive exudate from an 

old car battery. 

“Give us a glass of water,” she said. 

A following flush of water snorted as chaser. Almost immediately I felt a surge, a heat, a charge, a 

shiver. Maybe it was anticipation—more likely it was pharmacology. 
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“All right,” she said, “now I’ll show you how to cash out. Then we’ll blow this soda stand.”  

 

By the time we finished closing, the drug had taken full hold of my system. The alcohol had burned 

off entirely. We did another line before leaving, ratcheting up another degree or ten. I couldn’t stop 

talking. I can’t remember what we talked about—anything, nothing—the words and thoughts crowded 

together like anxious commuters at a turnstile, jostling to get through. 

A sheen of sweat. An electric hum of pulse and neurotransmitters. Possibility, excitement. If I knew 

what to write I could write my novel—all of it—tonight. 

“Where we going?” I said when we were in her ten-year-old Mustang. “I mean, it’s one o’clock. Is 

anybody up in this town? Besides us, I mean, we’re up, clearly, seriously up, and I’m really babbling 

aren’t I?” 

“Uh-huh.” Smiling indulgently. 

I rolled a cigarette as we drove into the darkness. Within three turns I was utterly lost. 

“We’re going to Kelly’s. Trust me, she’ll be up.” 

“Kelly and Shelley. Is that some kind of coincidence or are you twins with stunningly unoriginal 

parents?” Too late I hoped that that was not in fact the case—but it wasn’t. She smiled. 

“We’ve been friends since high school. And we’re both tall so people made fun of our names 

rhyming. We were both in girls’ basketball.” 

 “So you’re from here.” 

“Spawned and reared.” 

“I can’t imagine growing up in a small town. I guess it could be great. Knowing everybody.” 

“And their business. No privacy. You’re from Los Angeles?” 

“Yeah, but I got out as soon as I could. I hated it—pretty much my whole life.” 

“I’d think you could do anything you want in a place like that.” 

“There’s no edge of town.” 

She looked sidelong in the dappling light, the green dashboard glow. 

“It goes on for fucking ever,” I explained. “Here you can walk to the edge of town and then be 

outside it. There you just go from city to city to city, half of them you don’t even recognize their names, 

like you’re trapped in some psychotic vision of hell.” 

“I guess you really didn’t like it much, did you? You do have an interesting way of expressing 

yourself.”  

I tried to contain my embarrassment. I’d have to adjust my filters. Or more accurately, acquire some. 

“Anyway, here we are,” she said, “almost at the edge of town.” 

It was a shabbier and sparser neighborhood than Jack and Karen’s. Her headlights swept across the 
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odd truck on blocks, crookedly tarped woodpiles, a skeletal bicycle. As we turned into the shallow 

driveway that stood surrogate for a front yard to the mobile home, I saw an old Honda Civic with a late 

seventies pickup behind it, embellished with massive tires and chrome pipes. Shelley pulled in close 

behind that and killed the engine. Silence rocked in my head, swirled with the stimulant wind. Then I 

heard faint music seeping out of the mobile home—not country—The Moody Blues. I got out, closed the 

door, stood waiting. The music was louder here. A curtain might have inched back then dropped. I 

thought I heard voices inside over or under the music. 

I waited for Shelley in the fractal night. I turned to see her fussing with her purse, with the glovebox. 

The night was at once darker and brighter than normal, the air sharper and colder over abraded nasal 

passages. None of the local anesthetic qualities of cocaine, just universal edges. I wanted to bounce, 

waiting, hands in armpits. I looked back into the car at her arranging things, checking things, the 

glovebox light rimming nose and chin. She saw me looking and held up a finger then closed it and 

straightened up and got out. 

“You’re just rarin to go, aren’t you?” she teased. 

“It’s cold out here.” 

“You’re in the mountains now. Don’t you have a coat?” 

“Yeah—at Jack’s house.” 

“That’s helpful, isn’t it?” she said. “Come on, it’ll be warm inside.” She went ahead up the three steps 

to the postage stamp–sized porch, shrouded in plants of varying type and morbidity. I ducked around a 

windchime. She knocked. 

“Who’s there?” a male voice demanded gruffly. 

“Jesus, Mike, it’s me.” 

Discussion inside: the man and a woman, not quite decipherable. Then more loudly the woman said, 

“Will you just move? I swear.” 

“Someone’s with her.” 

“So what? It’s Shelley. She said she was bringing Jack’s friend.” 

A deadbolt, another, then the door opened. 

Kelly had long dark hair, horsetail straight, the top of which was a rat’s-nest tease not unlike 

Shelley’s. It seemed to sparkle with a patina of hairspray. Blue eyeshadow. The two women hugged 

briefly then Kelly stepped back to let us in. The man glowering behind her; I recognized him as the friend 

of R.C. from the night before. His hands were flexing in and out of fists and he was looking at me like I’d 

just killed his dog, or threatened to. My adrenaline level surged, but it was more flight than fight in my 

case. 

“Oh, will you just chill, Mike,” Shelley said. “This is Ryan. He’s an old friend of Jack’s.” 
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“Well I don’t know him,” Mike said, eyes on me. It made me wonder if I was in fact potentially 

dangerous. A sleeper agent, waiting for someone to activate me. 

Kelly held out her hand. She was appraising me, too, but not antagonistically. I guessed she must be 

another of the interesting women I kept hearing about. 

“I’m Kelly. Don’t mind him. He just gets jumpy after midnight. His mama toilet-trained him too 

soon.” 

Shelley laughed. 

“Fuck you, Kelly,” he said but he seemed to ease back a bit. 

I shook her hand then held mine out past her to him. “Ryan,” I said. 

Grudgingly he took it, squeezed. Drew me closer, puckering his eyes threateningly. “You a cop?” he 

growled. 

I laughed, probably nervously. “I am not a cop. I’m a writer.” 

“Mike,” Shelley said, “that is such bullshit.” 

He let go. Suddenly the rancor was gone, and he was just quibbling. “Is not. It’s a fact—if you ask a 

cop if he’s a cop he’s required by law to answer, otherwise it’s entrapment.” 

“Will you two come in before we heat up the whole county?” Kelly said. “Ryan, can I get you 

something to drink?” 

“Maybe just some water.” My parched and burning throat. 

“Water?” Mike said. 

“Shut up, Mike. Show some manners. Shell?” 

“I’ll come help. You two go sit down and behave.” 

I looked at Mike. He shrugged, maybe sheepishly. “We’re hanging in here,” he said and led me from 

the tiny entryway into a livingroom/kitchen, straddling the line between lived-in comfort and resident 

squalor. A counter with barstools separated the two areas; a thin woman sat on one of the stools with her 

back to us, hunched over something in front of her, a small gooseneck lamp blazing before her so she was 

mostly in silhouette. She had lank blonde hair bound in a crenellated elastic stricture. I could see her jaw 

working like she was chewing gum. She wore a closefitting lavender top with spaghetti straps, jeans with 

beaded hems. Her feet were bare and moderately dirty. A butterfly inked on her right shoulderblade, 

something more ornate across the small of her back, peeking out between jeans and hiked-up shirt. 

“That’s Evie,” Mike said. 

“Hi, Evie,” I said. There was no response. 

“She’s doing jewelry,” Mike said. “Sometimes she obsesses and forgets her manners.” 

“Fuck you, Mike,” Evie said calmly without turning. 

“Sometimes she’s listening, though,” he said. “You can never tell.” 
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Mike dropped onto a battered corduroy sofa, leaned back, spread his arms along the backrest. “Sit 

down, make yourself comfortable,” he said. “That chair’s better,” indicating one of two mismatched 

armchairs across the cluttered glass coffee table from the sofa. I sat. From here, Evie and the undersized 

kitchen were to my right; beyond her, Kelly and Shelley maneuvered around, clinking, pouring, 

whispering. In the corner to my left near the entry was a big rear-screen TV with some infomercial 

playing silently, the Moody Blues continuing in the background, volume low. 

“It’s true, though,” Mike said. “If you were a cop you’d fucking have to say if I asked you.” 

“You did ask me, and I’m not. But I’m not sure it’s true.” 

His eyes narrowed. “Say what?” 

“I don’t know for sure since I’m no lawyer, but I think it’s an urban myth.” 

“What the fuck? We’re in the country. Ain’t no urban about it.” Then he brayed a laugh. His eyes 

sparkled when he laughed.  

I relaxed a little, if you can call wanting to drum your fingers on the inside of your skull relaxation. 

“No but seriously,” he went on. “Everybody knows that shit.” 

“Urban myth!” Evie called out from her perch without turning.  

Shelley and Kelly came in, Kelly with a tray of glasses, a water pitcher, a couple of Buds. 

“Are you still on that?” Kelly said. “Mike, give it a rest.” 

He looked at me, shrugged a sheepish shrug. “We’re outnumbered, man. Guess we have to do like 

we’re told.” I nodded with what I hoped was masculine solidarity. 

“Evie, you want anything?” Shelley said. 

“I’m almost done here.” 

Kelly said to me, “She has this like incredible focus. Wait’ll you see her stuff.” She passed me a glass 

of water. “So you’re the writer.” She looked down at Mike. “Move it.” 

Grudgingly he slid to the end of the couch. Kelly dropped into his vacated spot and Shelley sat 

opposite me. 

“Thanks,” I said. “I guess I am. How is it everybody knows that? I’ve been here less than forty-eight 

hours. Is that right? Yeah, I just got into town yesterday afternoon. Thirty-six hours—barely.” 

“Off a freight train,” Shelley said. “He rode a freight train here.” 

“Oh bullshit,” Mike said, “there hasn’t a train run here in like a hundred years.” 

“Oh, Mikey,” Shelley said. 

“Don’t Mikey me. And it only run as far as Placerville when it did.” 

“It was still running like fifteen years ago,” Kelly said. “I remember seeing it.” 

Mike was about to raise another objection but I forestalled him. “I came into Roseville,” I said. “Jack 

picked me up there.” I rolled a cigarette. “It’s okay to smoke, isn’t it?” 
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Kelly gestured at the heaping ashtray. “Speaking of which, I could use a bowl.” 

“Speaking of which,” Mike said, “I could use a bump. I could use a bump and a bowl.” 

“Which you don’t have either one, I’ll bet,” Evie said over her shoulder. 

“Bowl first, please,” Shelley said, “to smooth the edges.” 

Kelly produced a small pipe of bronze fittings and dark wood stem. “Look at that. Pre-filled.” She 

laughed. “Sometimes I truly amaze myself.” 

“I think you’re amazing, babe,” Mike crooned. 

So maybe they were a couple.  

She flipped him a lackadaisical bird. “When you’re relying on my stash especially,” she said. 

Or maybe not. She handed me the pipe. “You’re the guest. You get first hit.” 

There was no point, I reasoned, in exercising restraint now, so I took the pipe and my lighter and lit 

and inhaled. Sweet, aromatic, potent … I passed it to Shelley and held it in as long as I could then 

coughed it out. 

“Shit expands on you,” Mike explained. 

It might have been strong but I couldn’t tell except by the taste; whatever its effects, they were 

masked by the far more potent chemistry of the crank. I was fully in the current now, metaphorical and 

electromagnetic. It could carry me … where it would. I suppose, in a sense, I’d been living that way for 

some time, if on a more prosaic level. 

“… Tom Brandauer’s circling the drain,” Shelley was saying. 

“Old Tom?” Mike said. “No shit. What happened?” 

“Thirty years of living like this, would be my guess,” Kelly said. “Poor Tom. I always liked him.” 

“Why we’re babysitting Ryan,” Shelley said, “not that we mind, and not that it’s really babysitting,” 

she asided to me, “but Jack had to run off.” 

“Jack?” Mike said. “What’s Jack got to do with Tom kicking it? Tom moved over to the divide before 

Jack even got here.” 

“Oh, Mikey,” Shelley said. 

“Enough with the fuckin Mikey.” 

“He’s married to Diane’s sister Karen.” 

Mike nodded sagely. “Oh … right. Karen.” 

“You went to high school with her.” 

“I know that, but she was like two grades behind me.” 

“At least for awhile,” Evie chimed in, “till she, you know, caught up.” 

Kelly snorted laughter. Mike scowled. “Very fuckin cute,” he grumbled.  

Evie swiveled on her barstool holding up a draping triangular spiderweb of beads and wrought wire 
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spanning between raised hands, fingers spread. I couldn’t tell from this distance and in this light if it was 

delicately and intricately crafted or just randomly complex. Given the state of my perceptions I’m not 

sure I could have discerned that anyway, though I would learn later that she was not in fact without talent. 

It was the first I’d seen of her face. She had fine aquiline features and wore no makeup. Her eyes 

were wide and blue and a sprinkling of freckles brushed nose and cheeks. A lovely smile except for the 

level of corrosion around the gums, one canine darkening. 

“Didn’t somebody say something about a bump?” she said. 

 

Once the other women had fussed appropriately over the finished necklace, lines were duly drawn 

and shared and I smoked and smoked. Everyone smoked except Kelly. Evie, wearing her just-completed 

necklace, sat on a beanbag chair, shiny lime, at my right, and Kelly sat on the edge of the sofa beside 

Mike. 

“Used to be some high-grade partying at Tom’s place,” Mike was saying. 

“I remember Diane called it Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” Evie said.  

“Where is Diane?” Mike asked. 

“At the hospital,” Shelley said, “remember?” 

She looked at Kelly with a knowing grimace; Mike, leaning back, crossed his eyes and stuck out his 

tongue like a Maori warrior. No one saw but me so I stifled my laugh. He grinned at me. I guess my 

earlier attempt at masculine solidarity must have worked. 

“So who gets the house?” Mike said. 

“You’re such a fucking ghoul!” Evie squealed. 

“What? You said he’s like to die.” 

“He sold his house here so he could go take care of her,” Kelly said. “When she got really sick.” 

“That’s one weird family. He’s a fuckin old dude. And she was even older.” 

“You’re best friends with that weird family,” Shelley reminded him. 

“Oh, you think R.C.’d argue?” 

She smiled. “He doesn’t talk about it much, does he?” 

“He don’t talk about anything much. He’s not much of a talker. He can toot half a gram and still not 

say more than twenty words.” 

“Speaking of which, did he say if he’s coming by?” Kelly asked. “I’m running low and he like never 

calls you back.” 

Mike narrowed his eyes, narrowed his lips, summoning an aura of dangerous warning. When he 

didn’t say anything Kelly turned to look at him. “What?” she said. “What now?” 

His eyes slid meaningfully at me then back at her. “You need to learn to zip it, you dumb bitch.” 
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Kelly’s own face underwent a transformation, features drawing back and smoothing into a mask of 

unconfined ferocity. As she opened her mouth to speak Shelley clapped a hand on her wrist and leaning 

round her said to Mike, “Apologize.” 

He gaped. “What? I don’t fuckin—” 

“I said apologize, you big moron. I told you Ryan’s cool, so Ryan’s cool. You think you can sit here 

in Kelly’s house and insult her guest and talk to her like that on top of it? You apologize or she’ll geld 

your sorry ass and I’ll hold you down while she does it.” 

His jaws worked and his face reddened but whether in rage or embarrassment I couldn’t tell.  More 

surprisingly, the fact that I was the catalyst if not the actual cause of this little altercation didn’t seem to 

register in any meaningful way; I felt more like an invisible observer.  

“I’ll help too!” Evie chirped in a singsong voice. 

Shelley held her baleful glare as long as she could then spluttered into laughter. Kelly snorted. 

Mike grumbled, “That’s not even fuckin funny.” 

“Hey!” Shelley barked and everything stopped again. “You think I’m joking? You thinking I’m 

fucking joking? Apologize or get the fuck out!” Tendons on her neck, rigid arm pointing at the door. She 

looked capable of rending flesh. I felt my own eyes widen. 

Mike looked at me imploringly: a six-foot-three, two hundred–pound ten-year-old.  

“Sorry, man,” he muttered. 

I nodded. “Thanks, it’s cool.” I leaned, said as softly and conspiratorially as I could, “But I think you 

need to tell her that,” and pointed through a shielding palm at Kelly. 

He glanced at her then back at me with the anguish of a trapped animal then back at her again. “Shit. 

I’m sorry, Kel. You know how I get. This is like my third night.” 

“Then maybe you need a little break,” Shelley said. 

I could see he wanted to argue but thought better of it. “Maybe we should have another bowl,” he 

said; which I understood to be an acknowledgment of her pharmacological acumen; a tacit agreement that 

he did, indeed, need to set a trajectory toward sleep.  

Evie said, “It’s a pretty cool house, though.” 

We looked at her. 

“Tom’s house. Over there by Cool. It’s got like a three-car garage and this great porch with a view of 

the canyon. And a pool. All these windows with this amazing north light. It’s a painter’s wet dream.” 

“It’ll be worth a fortune if they ever build the dam,” Kelly agreed. “Lakefront property.” 

“The dam?” I asked. 

“The Auburn dam?” Shelley said. “You haven’t heard of it?” 

I shook my head. 
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“They’ve been talking about it for years,” Kelly said. “They even started construction, then they 

stopped. They’re redesigning it or something. I guess it’ll get built eventually.” 

“Which that’s not gonna fucking happen,” Mike said. 

“Why not, O wise one?” Shelley said. Shelley, I was beginning to understand, took particular pleasure 

in goading Mike. There were histories within histories here. 

“Because. You know. The fuckin tree-huggers.” 

“Not to mention the little matter of an earthquake,” Shelley said. 

“Oh, that’s bullshit. That’s just a bullshit excuse.” 

Shelley nodded knowingly, then shrugged. Kelly said, “I’ve never been to his mom’s place over 

there. It was the end of an era when he left here, though. We definitely had some times at Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin.” 

 “Remember when Danny brought that guy?” Evie said. 

“Which guy?” Shelley and Kelly chorused and all three women laughed.  

“That guy,” Evie said. “That last one. George.” 

“Oh, you mean that car salesman–lookin flatlander sonofabitch,” Mike said. 

“That was the beginning of the end,” Shelley said. “I wish I didn’t remember.” 

“Who’s Danny?” I asked. 

They looked at me as if they’d forgotten I was even there. Evie said, “He doesn’t know anybody!” 

She giggled. “So we can tell him like anything and not only it won’t matter but we won’t even have to 

worry about repeating ourselves!” 

Kelly smiled, shaking her head. “Danielle,” she said. “Diane’s oldest sister.” 

“And Karen’s,” Shelley added. 

“And R.C.’s” Mike said. “Only he’s older.” 

“So it’s Dani with an i,” I said. 

They looked at me. 

“Uh-huh,” Mike finally said. 

I’d heard some mention of an older sister who’d moved away, but I remembered no more than that. 

I’d gotten the impression, though, that it was not a comfortable subject—one of the long-standing 

drama/traumas to which Diane had alluded the night before. 

“Dani showed up at Tom’s one night with this guy nobody’d ever seen before, which is not a good 

idea in these kind of situations,” Kelly explained. They were all focused on me now since I’d just 

revealed my value as virgin audience. 

“As you could probably figure out for yourself,” Shelley added, “the way Mike behaved when you 

came in.” 
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“Nothing personal, man. Just procedure, you know?” 

“And it being day three,” Evie said. 

“Yeah, that too.” 

“There’s a difference,” Shelley explained, “between recreational users like us and hardcore tweakers. 

We know how to stop and rest and eat. Well, most of us do,” with an eye-slide in Mike’s direction. “I 

haven’t done a real bender for several weeks, for instance. I almost never skip more than one night’s 

sleep. You go too long you can really get fucked up.” 

 “You have to manage your sleep deprivation,” Evie agreed. “And your nutritional intake.” 

I nodded, accepting the wisdom handed me. 

 “Or else your head explodes,” Mike clarified. 

Kelly said, “So she brings this guy without any advance warning, and Tom only puts up with it 

because she’s his niece—” 

“His favorite niece,” Mike interjected. 

“Up until then, anyway,” Evie said. 

“—and she takes Tom off into the kitchen. Everybody else is sitting around, you know, not saying 

anything because, like, who is this guy? And he starts making small talk but he’s asking like lots of 

questions—” 

“Too damn many,” Mike said. 

“Mikey, you weren’t even there,” Shelley said. 

“I was so.” 

“No, you came later,” Evie said. 

He frowned, grappling with memory. “Well, maybe he was still asking questions after I got there. He 

was a askin sonofobitch, I know that.” 

Shelley rolled her eyes surreptitiously. 

“Anyway,” Kelly resumed, “you can hear Tom getting pissed but then he quiets down. After a while 

they come back out and she kind of nods to this guy and nobody knows what’s going on exactly but 

everybody knows something is but Tom lays out some lines and after awhile everybody sort of relaxes 

and George starts to seem sort of okay—” 

“In a sleazy car salesman kind of way,” Mike interjected. He looked at Shelley. “Can I say that now? 

You think I was there yet?” 

She patted his knee.  

“Yes, Mikey,” Kelly said, “that’s when you and R.C. showed up. So R.C. looks at this guy like he’s a 

big steaming something the cat threw up and he looks at Dani like she’s probably the cat and Tom drags 

him off to the kitchen. This time you can’t hear anything. But the bottom line is Dani persuaded Tom to 
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front her and George some quantity—” 

“Which is un-fuckin-heard of,” Mike said. 

“Especially with a stranger!” Evie chirped, and giggled. 

“But Dani had a way,” Kelly said. 

“She had a way all right,” Mike said. “A way right between her legs.” 

“Jesus, Mike!” Kelly chastised. 

“What? It’s true. Like a fuckin interstate.” 

I asked, “With her uncle?” 

There was a pause, some traded looks. 

“Not that anyone ever knew for certain,” Shelley said. “And technically he was her cousin.” 

“Well I think,” Evie said, “there was always a lot of unsubstantiated rumor about her. She had her 

issues, but people around here make her out to be like the antichrist or something and honestly I don’t 

think that’s true.” 

“Yeah, but you don’t think that’s true about anybody,” Mike said. 

“That’s because it isn’t true about anybody. There’s no such thing as pure evil. There are people 

who’ve been damaged and do horrible things, but that doesn’t mean they’re evil. Everybody has light, 

everybody has darkness, it’s just a question of balance.” 

“Yada yada yada,” Mike said. 

She clamped her lips at him. 

“Just ignore him, Evie,” Shelley said. “That’s what I do.” 

“Anyway,” Kelly said, “they were close. I for one don’t think Tom could’ve done that—” 

“But she could have,” Shelley said, “if there was something in it for her.” 

“But that doesn’t mean she did,” Evie said. “I’m not sure that’s fair, anyway. Once you decide to hate 

somebody—” 

“Don’t matter, we’ll never know anyway,” Mike said, “since it looks like old Tom’s getting ready to 

kick it.” 

“Jesus, Mike!” Evie and Kelly cried in unison. 

“And she sure is hell ain’t ever going to tell, even if she does ever come back, which I don’t think she 

will since she’s supposedly doing so fuckin great back in New York.” 

“Anyway,” Kelly said, turning pointedly back toward me, “the whole thing went south. Tom fronts 

this guy like several ounces—” 

“Meaning R.C. does,” Shelley interjected. 

“Fucking goddamn ay!” Mike barked. 

“What? You really think he can’t figure that much out for himself?” 
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The he presumably meaning me. 

“There are fucking limits. I’ve seen R.C. gut people for less.” 

“You have not!” Evie squealed. “You are such a liar.” 

“Anyway, what’s the big secret? Half the county knows what he does, it’s not like he’s in the CIA or 

something,” Kelly said. And turned back to me again. My neck felt like I was watching a tennis match. 

“—but of course Tom never sees a dime. Dani put Tom off a couple weeks but once he realized that 

George had shafted him they apparently had a big blowout and Tom eighty-sixed her from his house. She 

and R.C. went their separate ways, too. It wasn’t much later she left town and Tom’s mother got sick and 

he moved into her house over by Cool.” 

“So you think that deal,” I asked, “precipitated their leaving? Dani and Tom, I mean.” 

“Precipitated?” Mike said. “It wasn’t fuckin raining!” and brayed his laugh. 

Ignoring him, Shelley said to Kelly, “But you’re leaving out the whole backstory. It doesn’t really 

mean that much without the backstory.” 

Kelly nodded. “You tell it then. You know that part better than me anyway.” 

Shelley nodded knowingly. “Diane was working at the bar back then so we got pretty tight, and I got 

all the blow-by-blows.” 

“Speaking of blow,” Mike said. 

“I thought you were winding down.” 

“Small one, then. I promise I’ll get some sleep today.” 

Kelly looked around the room. Evie said, “I’m good for awhile. Didn’t we just do one like twenty 

minutes ago?” I shrugged and nodded noncommittally; my veins and brain were high-octane 

turbocharged as it was, and I felt no need for any more, though I would come to understand the impulse as 

energy waned later into the morning. 

Kelly passed him the pipe. “You’re outnumbered, poor baby. Have a hit and relax.” 

Which he did, if somewhat sulkily. 

Shelley said, “She had a job at this finance company down in Rancho at the time.” 

“Rancho?” I asked. 

“Sacramento,” Mike said. 

“Rancho Cordova,” Kelly corrected. It’s not Sacramento, it’s its own city.” 

“It’s not a fuckin city,” Mike said, “it’s just the housing tract around Aerojet.” 

“Anyway,” Shelley said, “it’s a Sacramento suburb. If we can maybe do without the interruptions?” 

He leaned forward, passing me the pipe across the table. 

“Far as I’m concerned, once you cross the county line you’re in Sacramento.” 

“What about Folsom?” Evie asked. 



Goral  Houses of the Dead 

31 

 

“Now you’re just being picky.” 

Shelley said, “Anyway …” and shot Mike a barbed look, “she’s working at this finance company. 

Little fly-by-night kind of operation. I went down there once to meet her for lunch—” 

“So you guys were friends?” I interjected. 

She looked at me. “You have to understand. Everybody was friends with her—one time or another. It 

just never seemed to last. Something always seemed to happen to make it go bad.” 

“Yeah, something,” Mike muttered sarcastically. 

She ignored him, though. “George was her boss. Maybe forty, reasonably good looking—” 

“In a car salesman kind of way,” Mike said. 

“—and married. With a kid, a little boy, I think. And making pretty decent money selling high-

interest loans to jamokes who couldn’t qualify at a real bank. And of course he falls head over heels.” 

“Don’t they all,” Kelly said with a certain unfeigned bitterness. 

“So first she gets him to fire his office manager, this perfectly competent dumpy chick, and give Dani 

the job.” 

Kelly said, “Of course in town she was always Danielle, never Dani. She always tried to polish her 

image—the classy executive power bitch type.” 

“She pulled it off, too,” Shelley said. 

“I guess.” 

“High-end hooker, maybe,” Mike said. 

“What would you know about how high-end hookers?” Evie said. 

“Ha ha ha.” 

“Then she gets him to rent her a little place in Folsom so they can be closer,” Shelley went on. “It’s 

down the rabbit-hole for poor George.” 

“Poor George?” Mike said. “Stealin sack a shit if you ask me.” 

“He was in way over his head,” Kelly agreed. “He was kind of a slimy prick, but he was in way over 

his head.” 

“All this went on for a year or so before the thing with Tom. I think the plan was he was going to do a 

few big deals to put together enough of a bankroll so he could leave his wife and he and Dani could start a 

new life together someplace. Like on some beach or something.” 

“But it didn’t work out that way, I take it,” I said. “I’m surprised anybody still believes that kind of 

fairy tale.” 

Mike said, “I guess hairy tail makes fairy tales come true,” and cackled at his own wordplay. The 

women glared at him. “What?” he said. 

“So what happened?” I asked. 
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“Nobody knows for sure. Dani said he got ripped off at gunpoint, but it seemed kind of convenient. 

And nobody seemed to get hurt. Then it turned out he’d been embezzling here and there to buy Dani stuff 

so he lost his job, which meant his wife found out about Dani so she left him. At which point Dani bailed 

on him too. So he lost everything.” 

“And no one ever saw him again?” 

“Who’d bother looking?” Mike said. 

“I don’t know. R.C., maybe?” 

Traded looks.  

“Nah,” Mike finally said. “Normally he wouldn’t let somebody get away with that shit, but Tom 

talked him out of it. I guess for old time’s sake with Dani and all. They was pretty close before this went 

down.” 

“There was,” Kelly said, “some speculation about that so-called ripoff. And how just a week or two 

later Dani had it together enough to move to San Francisco.” 

“So she lives in San Francisco now?” I began to wonder if I’d say anything ever again that didn’t end 

in a question mark, but I guess no one else noticed. 

“Oh, that was like five years ago,” Kelly said. “She moved to New York. Apparently she’s a big-time 

model now.” 

“She’s got the looks for it,” Shelley said grudgingly, “but I certainly haven’t seen her in Vogue any 

time lately.” 

Evie said, “You don’t read Vogue!” 

“I do so … sometimes. When I’m getting my hair done.” 

“Probably just modeling her twat, anyway,” Mike said. 

“Ew, Mike, gross!” Evie said. 

He shrugged. “If it fits,” he said. “Which in her case it’s probably one size fits all.” 

“Anyway,” Shelley said, “she ruined this guy’s life. Smashed it and left him lying there in the pieces 

and walked away without a scratch. And maybe with the cash.” 

“And that is so Dani,” Kelly said. 

“Not that he didn’t have it coming,” Shelley added. 

Evie said, “I’m thinking of earrings to go with this,” gazing down at her necklace. “What do you guys 

think?” 

Mike rolled his eyes as the three women fell into consultation. Evie herded them to the counter where 

they huddled over her trays of beads and fittings. 

Mike said, “Not to change the subject or anything.” 

“Guess that was the end of the story.” 
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“I’ll tell you what, though. She is drop-dead stone-fox fuckin hot.” 

“Sounds like a veritable siren.” 

“No, she’s got this breathy kind of voice. Sexy. Kind of deep. She doesn’t seem like the way she 

really is. That’s what makes her so fuckin dangerous.” He squinted at me. “That’s not what you meant, is 

it? Kind of like a mermaid, right?” 

I told him about sirens. That got him asking about me. Our conversation rambled, nor do I recall the 

terrain, only that it seemed interesting at the time. The women obsessed over jewelry design. At one point 

Kelly called, “Boys! Heel!” and we joined them and did another line. I wanted to share the stories of all 

our lives—there was so much to tell, to know … then at some point the deep stutter of a Harley moving 

slow emerged from the night. Or was it morning? I checked my watch. 4:30. The sky would be paling 

soon, wherever east was. 

“Sounds like R.C. decided to make an appearance after all,” Mike said. 

Over at the counter Shelley and Kelly sat up and watched the door, though Evie remained fixated on 

the task at hand. No one got up. The sound of keys in the deadbolts and the door opened and R.C. came 

in, looking the same as the night before except now he wore a motorcycle jacket. His eyes swept the 

room, snagged on me. I nodded politely, feeling like a child—or potential prey. Then he let me go and 

closed the door softly. 

“Bro, you made it!” Mike bellowed. “Girls’ve been panties on fire for hours!” 

“Jesus, Mike,” Shelley said, “don’t you ever get tired of yourself? Hey, R.C. Get you something?” 

“Could use a soda.” He went round behind the sofa shedding his jacket, draped it over the back, then 

came round and sat directly opposite me. Shelley brought him a tall glass. He nodded silent thanks, took a 

long drink. Not exactly studying me but not exactly not, either. 

“How’s Tom?” Mike said. 

“Died about two-thirty.” 

His voice was Kris Kristofferson deep, at once resonant and quiet, an instrument of authority or 

intimidation. Military leaders would kill for a voice like that. 

“Shit, man,” Mike said. He held up his half-empty beer. “Here’s to Uncle Tom.” 

R.C. gestured vaguely with his glass. Shelley put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m really sorry.” 

He nodded slightly. Glanced up at her almost shyly. “Thanks.” 

“You okay?” Kelly said, coming over too. 

Nodded again. “It’s been coming.” 

“Want a line?” 

“Thanks. I’m good.” 

He was looking at me again. I tried not to fidget, figured I couldn’t control that so I held out a hand. 
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“I’m Ryan,” I said. After a moment he took it. His grip was cursory—not weak, but merely 

perfunctory. 

“Jack’s friend,” he said. 

“Since junior high school.” 

The others were a solar system to his sun—but not obsequious. It was odd. Shelley could tease him, 

Mike could insult him, but somehow they were all captive in his gravitational field. I felt it too. 

Kelly fitted herself between the two men on the couch; Shelley took the other chair; Evie stayed bent 

over her earrings. 

R.C. said, “Jack and Karen left you with Shelley, did they?” 

I smiled. “Actually, I covered the rest of Jack’s shift when he had to go. Shelley just brought me 

along since he didn’t leave me a key.” 

He looked a little longer then nodded slightly. “She always did like strays,” he said. Shelley slapped 

his knee. 

“We could talk about some strays you’ve brought home.” 

The ghost of a smile twitched one side of his mouth. He took out a pack of Marlboros and lit one; as 

if in autonomic response I rolled one of my own. 

“What’re you rolling there?” he asked. 

“Drum. It’s Dutch. They grow it here, send it there to get blended into something decent then ship it 

back here for smoking. Makes a lot of sense, doesn’t it?” 

“Maybe I’ll try one later.” 

“Absolutely. Want me to roll you one?” 

So there: I was doing it too. 

“Maybe later,” he said after a space. 

Kelly said, “R.C., can I have a word?” 

He took a deeper breath, glanced sidelong at Mike. Mike shrugged; R.C. stood as if wearily though he 

didn’t look weary to me and allowed Kelly to lead him down the hallway to where the bedrooms lay. 

I wondered if they were talking about me—the outsider, the unknown, the potential security risk. It 

would make sense, I supposed … though hopefully I hadn’t come across the way poor George had. I 

wondered what had happened to George. I could not imagine having the mindless temerity to knowingly 

incur R.C.’s wrath. They might be talking about me … 

“Don’t worry,” Shelley said, “it’s not about you.” 

I looked at her wide-eyed, shocked and guilty, as if caught pilfering the cash register. “What?” I said. 

She was watching me with an amused wry glint in her eye. 

“It’s okay. A little paranoia’s just part of the package. But they’re not talking about you. We know 
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you’re cool, and you haven’t been here long enough to piss anybody off, so don’t worry.” 

After a moment Mike laughed. “You should see your face, man!” He opened his mouth in a caricature 

of stupefaction.  

Shelley patted my head. “I think it’s time for a little bump, don’t you?” 
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Chapter 2. Each Unhappy Family 
Jack came to get me sometime after the sun rose. I was an ambulant chemistry set by that time, or at 

least I felt that way; I guess the others were, too; but they, presumably, were better acclimated. Standing 

in the living room, Jack contemplated me with a smirk. 

“Jesus fucking Christ,” he said, “what did you guys do to him?” 

Evie shrieked a giggle. Shelley said, “Just showed him the ropes like you asked.” 

“All of them?” 

R.C. said, “Looks like you’ve been up all night too.” 

Jack nodded. “Didn’t see you there. You should’ve come. Karen tells me you and Tom were close.” 

R.C. shrugged—minimally, like most of his gestures. “I was there. Diane kept me posted.” 

Jack was about to say something more then thought better of it. “Well, I hope he behaved himself, 

anyway. I appreciate you taking care of him.” 

Kelly said, “Leave him alone, Jack. He’s a perfect gentleman.” 

“With kind of a weird fuckin vocabulary,” Mike added. 

I was flotsam buffeted by others’ perceptions. I could blow away; I could run; I could faint; I could 

discourse on the riddles of existence. 

“He’s all right,” R.C. muttered as if reluctantly, and that somehow made me glow. 

“Well, I better get him home. Karen’s waiting. There’s family shit brewing, I have a feeling.” 

R.C. nodded. “Likely.” 

Shelley said, “You need a bump for the road? Ryan?” 

“Better not,” Jack answered, presumably for both of us, “but thanks. I need to sleep for a few hours. 

I’m on tonight. So are you, come to think of it.” 

“I’ll be fine. See you tonight. Tell Karen I’m sorry.” 

Evie came and put three joints in my hand. “Here, you’ll need these,” she said. 

“I—” 

“Just say thank you and take them,” Jack said. “You’re dealing with professionals, here.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Bye, Ryan,” Kelly said, “it’s been fun. We’ll do this again real soon.” 

Though I wasn’t sure I could survive an encore performance. 

In the car Jack laughed and shook his head. “So you had some fun, I guess.” 

“It was … quite an interesting evening.” 

“Better living through chemistry, yeah?” 

“I don’t suppose there’s an antidote, is there? I mean my brain is going like eight thousand RPM but I 
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feel kind of hollow, you know? Do you do this a lot? This after hours stuff? I can’t imagine Karen—” 

“No. Karen, no. Me—I have done. On occasion. But no. I have no objection, mind you, but I think I 

want to hang onto my marriage awhile longer.” 

“I guess maybe I shouldn’t have—” 

“Shit. You’re on holiday, man, don’t worry about it. Anyway, Karen’s no puritan—she just has a few 

issues with the drug scene. Based on personal experience as you probably know.” 

I looked at him. At this moment I had nothing to say. I’d never known Karen to indulge in more than 

one beer, one drink, one or at most two hits off a joint. Though she’d made allusions to a wilder youth.  

“You have a day to recover,” he said. “Get some rest. Big family dinner tomorrow.” 

“Family?” 

“Karen’s family.” 

“Yeah, well, I don’t think I—” 

“Oh, you’re coming. Don’t even think of weaseling out. No way I’m going through that without 

backup.” 

 

It was, I finally deduced, Thursday. I had arrived in town on Tuesday afternoon—still less than forty-

eight hours ago. In that time I’d ingested enough illicit substances to open my own corner outlet, made a 

handful of new friends (using the term with a certain amount of latitude), gotten a job offer, learned some 

of the dirty little secrets of this quirky little town, and grown a coat of fur on the inside of my mouth—as 

dirty as the dirty little secrets. The morning light was strangely translucent and tangible, like a substance 

imported from a barely divergent dimension. 

Karen was sitting at the kitchen table where I’d last seen her, elbows propped, hands around a coffee 

mug. Her eyes red and shadowed, though the lineaments of her face were in repose. 

I rather dreaded seeing her; or, more accurately, dreaded her seeing me in this condition. The house 

was still in shadow but no lights were on; a good thing, because perhaps the dimness would conceal the 

more obvious indicators of my debauchery. 

“Hi, Ryan,” she said. “Sorry we had to leave you like that. Jack should have given you his key.” 

“It’s okay, he was well looked after,” Jack said. She looked at him, looked at me. Her eyebrows lifted 

infinitesimally. 

“Jack said you called in sick today,” I offered feebly. 

She huffed. “Look at me,” she said. Then studied me more closely. “Look at you,” she said. “Christ, 

you’re wired to the rafters.” 

“It just sort of happened.” 

Of course—the current carried me. Omitting that I plunged off the bank of my own volition. 
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She shook her head slightly. Jack moved close to her, put a hand on her shoulder. She reached up and 

covered it with one of her own. 

“Babe, I’m going to go lie down. Are you okay?” 

She nodded. “Thanks for being there, Jack. I know it seems ridiculous.” 

“It doesn’t. Don’t even think about it.” 

She twisted and laid her cheek against their hands. “Go get some rest,” she said. “I’ll sit here with 

Ryan awhile. I obviously won’t be keeping him awake.” She gave me a sad tired smile. 

Jack looked at me. “Thanks, Ryan. For last night, I mean.” 

“My pleasure. It was great. I’ll use it in a book some day.” 

“I hope so,” he said. He gently withdrew his hand and went out through the living room. 

“Sit, Ryan,” she said. “Can I get you some coffee?” 

“I … Maybe I should stay away from the stimulants for a little while.” 

She cocked a half smile. “That might be wise. I don’t imagine you’re hungry.” 

“Not remotely. But—is it okay if I smoke?” 

“I guess you pretty much have to, don’t you?” 

I nodded. “If I didn’t already, this would likely make me start.” 

“Why don’t you open the window and hit the fan over the stove. Then you can pollute to your heart’s 

content.” 

I filled a glass of water, found an empty soup can in the trash to use for an ashtray, then sat and rolled 

one. She looked at the can. 

“Charming. I have an ashtray someplace around here.” 

“This is fine. Don’t worry about it. Look, I’m really sorry about your—about Tom.” 

“Thank you. He liked us to call him Uncle Tom. I think he thought it made him more part of the 

family. Or maybe it was an inside joke that only he got.” 

“They were talking about him.” 

She nodded. “I’m sure they were. Uncle Tom’s cabin.” 

“Were you close?” 

She nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “We used to be,” she said. “Before I left for school and he moved 

over to the divide. Before … just before. A while ago.” 

I nodded. “I got a fairly detailed description of your oldest sister tonight,” I said. 

Her face might have hardened. “Did you? Who was there beside Shelley?” 

I told her. Then I gave her the thumbnail of what they’d told me. She listened with an odd 

expression—the slightest lipcurl of repugnance, a stoic undercurrent of grim vindication. She nodded 

affirmation. 
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“Sounds about right.” 

“She’s really that bad?” 

She gave me a haunted look. “They don’t know the half of it,” she said. “She is so much worse.” 

There were tears welling. “God, my poor fucked-up family. It’s all about her. It’s always been all about 

her. The rest of us are just … collateral damage.” 

She sipped her coffee. I smoked my cigarette. 

“Three thousand miles and the bitch still casts a shadow.” She rubbed her eyes and forehead. “There 

are nights I wake up in a dead sweat.” 

“My god,” I said, “what did she do?” 

“I’ve been known to wake up screaming.” 

We looked at each other for a long time. Finally I said, “All that time we spent together back in the 

college days … I had no idea.” 

She sighed, a deep breath as if readying for an even deeper dive. “You know, I’ve been clean for 

years. Not counting beer and wine, and a little pot during school. But clean otherwise. Six years, I think—

since before I met you guys. But right now I wish I had a joint.” 

I smiled. I reached in my shirt pocket and drew out one of Evie’s three, held it up vertically. 

She looked at it, then her eyes refocused on me. Her expression unreadable, but not smiling. Finally 

she said, “You know, when I said it would be good if you stayed, this wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.” 

 

We smoked that joint while she talked and I listened, asking questions only when I had to, then we 

smoked the second one and she said maybe she could sleep now and she left me there with a kiss on my 

cheek and my cigarettes and my last joint. It must have been after ten by that time. There were springtime 

sounds outside: a dog barking sporadically and manically; passing cars; a distant chainsaw whining, 

snoring, screaming; a lot of birds—but a deeper of silence of solitude pressed in on me as the house itself 

slipped into somnolence. The curtains in the open window swayed. 

Sleep was still an impossible dream: an exotic land sequestered across a turbulent chemical sea. I got 

up and browsed through cupboards until I found a bottle of Makers Mark and poured myself half a 

tumbler and sat back down at the table. I rolled yet another cigarette. Lit it and drank. Got up and took 

cigarette and drink to the back door and opened it, surveying the unkempt yard. There were a couple of 

lawnchairs, a rickety picnic table, a rusting barbecue, some trees, mostly pines. The back of the garage, 

with a tangled garden hose and a couple of old out-of-service plastic trashcans. A bird screamed 

swooping—a Steller’s jay, the big dark handsome barbarian cousin of the scrub-jays I’d grown up with in 

arid southern California. A tang of woodsmoke wafted. Puffy cumuli were assembling to the east, 

building over the mountains. I went back and fished my journal out of my embarrassingly scruffy pack 
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and carried it and my massive whiskey and my cigarettes and soup can out to the picnic table and got 

myself situated. Opened the journal. 

It took me awhile to fathom the intersection of thought, pen, paper, but after a period of intense and 

rambling contemplation I was able to begin. 

 

Thursday 
These revelations disjoint me, like a chicken being boned leaving flaccid meat ripe for shaping. But I 

hum like the plucked string of an electric guitar set on perpetual sustain. (Even the metaphors get minced 
and blended in this chemical cuisinart.) I wonder will I ever sleep again—or when my system flushes these 
toxic substances will my brain coagulate into immobility? 

Because I never understood the depth of her scarring. I think, I hope, that I suspected that I perceived 
it when we first met—the depth, the soulfulness—but I guess in my youthful romantic naiveté I would 
most likely have attributed it to some conventional tragedy—a death, a loss, a comprehensible sorrow. 

Tolstoy said All happy families are alike; but every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. Karen 
said My parents love us and they’re decent well-meaning people but they just weren’t equipped to deal 
with her. Karen doesn’t like even to speak her name—as if doing so risks some occult summoning, an 
invitation to possession, but the her, the she, is always the oldest sister Danielle. 

People bring me their stories and I try to become the crucible in which they are distilled until objective 
truth is left revealed: the dross of distortion, bias, willful deception and even more determined self-
delusion burned off. 

Diane gave me the skeleton—a stick figure of a skeleton—in the bar. The clan relocating to 
California, the Korean war, the land purchases. The woman, Ardeth, unable to bear children and the 
subsequent acquisition of assorted disposable offspring. I’d gotten that. Now I began to assemble the 
musculature, at least, of this alien organism, if not the nerves, blood, metabolic machineries. 

The father, Franklin Roosevelt Stears—that’s right, named after the thirty-second president because of 
the munificence his New Deal brought to the impoverished parents (Karen’s grandparents, though not 
biologically speaking) when Frank’s father got work and consequently sustenance operating heavy 
equipment on a series of dam construction projects (so through Lamarckian transmission, presumably, 
Frank acquired his own future profession); only the neighbors disdained the family for their federal ass-
licking and hence the ultimate emigration when the patriarch was crushed under a tumbled dozer—had 
been married once before. 

They met in San Francisco when he was on leave before being conveyed across the sea to operate 
heavy equipment in laying the foundations of democracy’s spreading edifice. Speculation: they got 
married because she was pregnant, though no one knows for sure nor, most likely, is it relevant because 
Roberta was (it is said) not a good woman but rather a woman given to high heels and makeup and 
dancing with a desire for finer things than either she or Frank had grown up with. Karen knew some but 
not much of her story, but apparently all happy families yada yada yada. Hers was not one either. In any 
event young Richard Crestwell (Richard for Frank’s father and Crestwell for Roberta’s maiden name) 
Stears was the issue of that ill-fated liaison. 

Ardeth was of course the antithesis of all that was wrong with Roberta. She was and presumably is in 
every way a good woman (whom I am scheduled or fated to meet tomorrow). She wore no makeup and 
owned sensible shoes. While they still lived in the Bay area (Frank working for a developer whose holy 
mission was to propagate suburban sprawl across the hills and valleys of central coastal California) (and in 
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the bosom of Frank’s extended family, the members of which all lived in drivable proximity), they shared 
custody of young R.C. (young R.C.! now there’s an image rife with irony) with the unrepentant Roberta 
but it was not a satisfactory resolution to Ardeth’s maternal yearnings. Thus began the hunt for a child of 
their own—culminating in the unearthing of a radiant girlchild from the very portals of parturition. R.C. 
was two or three then, Karen thinks. R.C. was already not what anyone would call a happy and well-
adjusted child. He had a temper. He could be sullen and willful. So the fulcrum of sharing tilted back in 
the biological mother’s direction with the advent of the copper-haired cherub who was clearly a superior 
product. It is probably significant that Frank does not appear to have raised any objections to this 
arranging of priorities—but he is it would seem a man who knows which side his bread (bed? though that 
conjures up another array of images I’d rather not consider) is buttered on. 

The girlchild was two or three when Frank and his mother and his three older sisters (two of whom 
had long since married favorably—financially, anyway—and one of whom would become even more 
successfully widowed—but of this more later) purchased the hilltop quarter section in the Sierra foothills 
to raise their angel away from the hazards and corruptions of the city. It would be Fortress Stears, proof 
against contamination. There would be other children, companions for the young princess, because no 
child should be raised in isolation (and children of those people—people spawned by the like of Roberta—
were clearly not acceptable playmates). Frank spent the next two years of weekends and all vacations 
preparing the site and putting up the first house, with the help of his early-twenties nephew Tom—
something of a ne’er-do-well, but capable of hard work when so inclined and he did for all his other 
shortcomings know his way round a hammer and saw and level and miter-box. On the vacations the whole 
family (Ardeth, Frank’s mother Isobel, Frank’s oldest sister Eleanor, her son Tom, Frank, and Danielle for 
whose enlargement all this effort was undertaken) would migrate to the hilltop and camp in a travel trailer 
while Frank and Tom labored through all the daylight hours. The women would feed them. They would 
sew. Isobel would do her crossword. But most of all they would attend Danielle, vying to be her favorite 
guardian, playmate, lap. 

When the house was habitable, Frank and his more immediate family (including Isobel but excluding 
Eleanor and Tom) moved in. Frank commuted to the Bay area to earn the funds needed to support the 
continued support and expansion of the stronghold. There would be a second house for Isobel and, after 
that, another for Eleanor (though the third one was never actually built). There wouldn’t be one for the 
other sister Esther—two years younger than Eleanor but still more than a decade older than Frank—who 
made it perfectly clear she had no interest in spending her functional years in the backside of nowhere. 
However, she invested capital in the family undertaking with the understanding that once she was too old 
to much care where she lived or what she did, it would be incumbent upon the then residents of the hilltop 
to make sure there was space for her to pass her declining years as long as they could demonstrate to her 
satisfaction that they’d gotten rid of all the snakes. 

After the exodus, R.C. was suffered to visit for one weekend a month. His mother would put him on a 
Greyhound bus in Oakland and Ardeth would retrieve him at the station on the fringes of Placerville. She 
would make it clear that it was an inconvenience and therefore a sacrifice on her part to do so, and that 
R.C., who did not necessarily merit such consideration, should be grateful. The rest of the time he was 
with his mother. Karen doesn’t know much about his life during those years because he doesn’t like to talk 
about it. It was apparently unpleasant enough that when he was twelve or thirteen he ran away with 
nothing but a change of clothes in a shopping bag and the second-hand guitar he’d managed to acquire 
somewhere along the way and hitchhiked to Placerville and then out the two-lane country road to the 
intersection with the patched and crumbling one-lane road that led three miles in to the dirt road that 
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wound another two miles to the Stears redoubt. He walked the last five miles in the dark and presented 
himself for asylum. 

Karen says He told me about that, though. It was just a few years ago—I mean before I met you and 
Jack, but we were grown. I was grown enough, finally, for him to treat me like an adult. We were partying 
at Tom’s. Partying? I said. You? Oh I did my share, she said. I’ve definitely walked both sides of the line. 
Anyway, I guess they sat him down. Mom did the talking. Mom always did the talking. That was before 
the problems—with her, I mean—really started, but Mom always thought R.C. was trouble. So she told 
him—and apparently there was quite the long conference behind closed doors before they came in and sat 
him down at the kitchen table—she told him he could stay, but it was a big imposition and if there were 
any problems he’d be back on the next bus to Oakland faster than he could blink. All of which, of course, 
subject to Roberta’s agreement. 

So he stayed. He kept his nose clean. He did good in school—he’s a lot smarter than he looks, you 
know. I mean, he’s really smart. I know he looks like a thug these days, but you’d be surprised. I 
remember what a good musician he was. She smiles tragically, a madonna embracing the world’s sorrows. 
He could listen to something on the radio—really, like once—then play it on that ratty old guitar of his. I 
think one of Roberta’s boyfriends gave it to him. She shakes her head mournfully. So much lost. 
Squandered. That bitch. That fucking evil bitch. 

She might mean Roberta but I doubt it. What happened? I finally prompt. 
He didn’t get in real trouble till his senior year. When he did it was for defending her. By that time 

Eleanor had bought that property over by Georgetown, and one night when the parents were over there 
doing some house stuff she talks R.C. into borrowing the car and taking her to a keg party. She gets good 
and drunk and probably eats some reds, too, and winds up in a bedroom with a couple football players—
one of which was supposedly her boyfriend at the time—and that’s how R.C. finds her. As soon as he 
comes through the door she screams rape and R.C. pretty much takes both of them apart. He wasn’t 
someone to be trifled with even then. The cops show up—of course—and she begs R.C. not to tell and he 
ends up taking the heat. They managed to keep the fact that she was even there from Mom and Dad. Those 
two guys swear to this day the whole thing was her idea. And it was years before I finally realized they’d 
been telling the truth all along.  

There was more, of course. By the time of the keg party incident the stronghold contained a 
burgeoning clan: Frank and Ardeth and Danielle at its heart; in the same house and in descending 
chronological order Diane, a year younger than Dani; Teddy and Tina, a pair of twins taken in together 
when they were ten and two years younger than Diane; and Karen, the youngest, in fifth grade at the time 
of the ill-omened party. 

And of course R.C., though not for much longer. It was far too late to carry out the threat of sending 
him back to Roberta, even had she been willing or able to take him, and it wasn’t quite possible—yet, at 
any rate—to simply eject him from the house. He was sixteen. He’d skipped a grade in elementary school, 
apparently. A compromise was found. He went to live with Eleanor to finish out his senior year on the 
Georgetown divide, a forty-five minute drive from Fortress Stears. 

The remaining children, as they grew, coalesced around a mission to protect their blundering if well-
meaning parents from the unfortunate truth of Danielle’s crescendoing excesses. Ardeth, of necessity, was 
forced to acknowledge some of them, the ones requiring parental involvement, but all—the younger 
children in league with the mother—assiduously sheltered Frank—who was still commuting to the Bay 
area for his workweeks—from cognizance of the favored child’s peculiarities. Frank worked hard to 
provide for them. Frank must not be allowed to worry. It was the least they could do for the beneficence he 
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showered upon them all. 
Each unhappy family … with whom I am supposed to dine tomorrow. Karen apologized for 

prejudicing me. The gathering would consist of the parents; Diane; Karen and Jack; Teddy; the most 
recent addition, Natalie, a fifteen-year-old foster kid who’d been with them for three or four years 
(anodyne, apparently, to the effects of empty nest syndrome, though from what I’ve heard thus far it’s a 
nest the emptiness of which I’d expect the nesters rather to celebrate than to mourn); and me. 

I don’t even have the heart now to describe what Karen suffered directly. What Danielle reportedly 
did to Diane, to the twins. Maybe I’ll revisit the matter in some future entry. Nor do I have any reason to 
suspect I’ve heard the worst of it. Maybe no one knows the worst; maybe the worst is not finally the acts 
inflicted but their implications, their ramifications, the echoes and resonances that propagate across years 
and generations yea unto the seventh generation … 

Enough. I’m going to smoke my last joint now and finish the whiskey and see if I can contrive to 
sleep—free of dreams, with any luck at all. 

 
It took us forty-five minutes to reach the famous (infamous?) Stears stronghold. Late afternoon; 

sunlight painting—no, sculpting—the hillsides, amplifying the strident gold and cerulean of poppy and 

lupine in emphatic spring profusion. The road wound down a canyon and up the other side and turned 

upon itself and twisted me thoroughly around. The dirt road washboarded under us, jarring teeth and 

kidneys. Karen turned and said, “Great, isn’t it? We’re almost there—you don’t get carsick, do you?” 

Then she said to Jack, “You know if you slow down a little bit the car might still be in one piece by the 

time we get home.” 

“Intensity versus duration,” Jack said. I bent to look out the back at the forest fire–sized dustplume 

shadowing us down the road. 

“Watch for—” Karen started then the car dropped what felt like several feet and my head actually hit 

the ceiling, seatbelts notwithstanding. 

“Shit!” Jack yelled. 

“—that pothole,” she finished. 

“Thanks,” he said. “You okay back there?” 

“Nothing a little morphine and physical therapy won’t fix right up. Did you guys really drive this road 

every day?” because they’d stayed with her parents when they first moved back. (They hadn’t told me 

much but I had gathered that it wasn’t the high point of their marriage. Jack had only told me in Karen’s 

absence “If you ever find yourself in a position to cohabit with your inlaws for more than, oh, ten or 

twelve hours, I recommend finding a different solution to your housing problem. Like for instance 

committing a crime serious enough to get yourself remanded to maximum security for the duration of the 

threat.”) 

Karen said, “Some days two or three times. But the road could use some work now, I don’t think my 

dad’s graded it for a couple years. It didn’t used to be quite this bad.” 
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“All things being relative,” Jack muttered. 

There were a few—a very few—neighbors’ places strung along the road. A canyon yawned down to 

the right as we followed the ridge up; the houses were built along the ridge’s spine a short slope above us. 

A single rutted driveway split off to each, though from what I could see the houses were fairly large, 

fairly new, fairly expensive. 

“Really, Jack, please slow down, they’ll be calling Mom to complain about the dust.” 

“If they don’t like dust why the fuck did they move to the country.” 

“Really? Do you have to? This is hard enough without you adding to it.” 

His eyes flickered to me in the mirror. He wasn’t looking for sympathy, though, at least that’s not 

how it looked to me; but rather checking to see what I’d heard. 

When I finally woke up after the previous day’s leaden sleep it was eight o’clock at night and Jack 

was long since at work. Karen was grading papers but she finished while I was eating a bowl of cereal 

and she joined me in the kitchen and we talked again, but we didn’t talk about her or Jack or her family. 

She asked me about my doings over the years since we’d last seen each other and I told her, spinning out 

narratives with as much embellished commentary as I could contrive without actually lying about 

anything. She seemed to need it. I entertained her—or so I hoped. I think she was grateful for the 

distraction. 

But that had been yesterday. Today the stress lines were back around her eyes. I attributed them to the 

death and to the imminent family dinner, which she’d given me to understand would always be, for her at 

least, an ordeal. I attributed them to those factors with a certain determination—so I wouldn’t have to 

attribute them to the man behind the wheel. 

“That’s Isobel’s house,” she said. I bent and craned to see above the road the edge of what looked a 

tidy little cottage, daisy yellow clapboard siding with white trim. Though some of the paint might be 

peeling. 

The road finally made its way to the crest of the ridge, which leveled out here then swept up to a 

broad knoll. Karen said, “This is it,” with a sort of resignation that was pride or apology or an awaiting of 

judgment. There was the main house—a somewhat random structure, the central part of which was two 

stories with what appeared to be several one-story additions reaching out like the pseudopods of some 

expanding preCambrian organism. Which, despite its organic overtones, still managed in style and finish 

to convey the sense of certain tract houses of the fifties and sixties (not that surprising since Frank had 

spent most of his adult life building such things). There was an attached two-car garage and then a 

separate four-car garage (of presumably more recent provenance) at right angles and removed by thirty 

yards or so. Between the two an open-sided sheetmetal canopy under which an older RV and a not-quite-

commercial-sized tractor with a backhoe arm sat side by side and a smaller storage shed, sheetmetal too, 
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and what I took to be a pumphouse, built to match the house. Around a far corner I glimpsed an edge of 

lawn, trimmed with bender board and delineated against the more arid tenor of the foothill landscape. 

Jack killed the engine. Cessation of vibration was like a sudden release. We all just sat for a moment. 

Jack said, “Man, I hate that fucking road.” 

I saw Karen’s jaws flex but she didn’t say anything. She just opened the door and got out, then Jack 

and I did. 

“Diane’s not here yet, big surprise,” Jack said. 

“There she is,” Karen said, pointing back up the road where a newer plume superseded the vestiges of 

ours. 

“Bet she pulled over someplace till we passed,” Jack said. I frowned at him. “So she wouldn’t be the 

first one here,” he explained. 

“Jack,” she warned. 

He held up hands of surrender. 

The sound of a door opening and running footsteps and I turned back to see a gangly girl with long 

blonde hair fling herself against Karen and hold tight. She wasn’t smiling. Her eyes were closed. Karen 

held her too and they stood like that for what seemed a longer and more desperate embrace than simple 

greeting. Then she opened her eyes and saw me behind Karen and seemed to recollect herself. She 

released her sister. Foster sister. Whatever. And stepped back, remembering to be shy. 

“Hey Jack,” she said. 

“Hey kid,” he answered. She gave him a more conventional embrace, glanced again my way. 

“Nat,” Karen said, “this is our old friend Ryan. Ryan, this is Natalie.” 

I went forward and held my hand out. She looked at me a moment as if surprised then took it. She 

gave me a cursory smile. Her handclasp, though, was firm—after a first hesitant moment. 

I said, “Pleased to meet you.” She was a striking girl, though not in quite the conventional way: her 

eyes unexpectedly dark, her facial structure slightly more masculine than might be deemed perfect—

square jaw, high cheekbones. Her expression was … guarded, but maybe not shy after all. Self-contained? 

She was an inch taller than Karen, who herself wasn’t short. 

“Me too,” she said. 

Jack said, “How is it in there?” 

She shrugged, glanced at me again. “Weird,” she said. “Isobel’s here.” 

“Oh boy,” he said. And to me, “The matriarch.” 

I nodded. The family tree was by now firmly rooted in my forebrain, though I guess he couldn’t have 

known the extent of its entrenchment. 

“Is that Diane?” Natalie asked, pointing at the approaching dust plume. 
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“We’re guessing,” Karen said. “There’s no one else coming, is there?” 

“No. They tried to get Esther but she couldn’t come. Neither could Tina.” 

“Or wouldn’t,” Jack said. 

“Esther hates the road,” Natalie said. 

“And the dust.” 

She laughed. “And the snakes. Once she came out and there was like a four-foot rattler on the road. 

She wouldn’t even get out of the car for an hour.” 

Diane’s copper-colored Dodge Dart rattled to a stop beside Jack and Karen’s newer (but not quite 

new) Subaru wagon. Diane’s car had evidently seen better days; one rear fender slightly crumpled, red 

and yellow spray-paint can tops duct-taped over the gaps left by shattered taillight lenses. The hood 

crackling matte. Her window was down. She held to the wheel. 

She said without turning, “God I hate that fucking road.” 

Nat laughed. Diane turned to acknowledge us. “I’d estimate from the air quality on the road you guys 

were about two minutes ahead. That and the fact that you’re still standing around out here.” 

Jack said, “You were waiting for us to go by, weren’t you?” 

She laughed her hissing laugh. “I see you brought protection. Good thinking. Hey, Ryan. You have 

your waders on?” 

She got out, hugged Natalie, Karen, Jack, then turned to me and said, “Oh, hell, I guess you’re family 

now, too, may god have mercy on your soul,” and crushed me to her voluminous bosom (a word I have 

never until now used). There was, at any rate, less skin exposed than last time I’d seen her. While thus 

clasping, she murmured, “I understand you’ve been properly initiated.” 

She let me go, looked up at me. I think I blushed. She said, “Uh-huh. We’ll talk later.” Then to the 

others, “I guess we better get this over with,” and led us into the breach. 

Later that night, back at Jack and Karen’s and after they’d gone to bed, I sat at the kitchen table with 

the window cracked and a real ashtray and a small whiskey (not half a tumbler) and my journal. 

 

Friday. There is something touchingly and chillingly American Gothic about Frank and Ardeth Stears. 
Frank is a big man—a man’s man—with those vertical creases in his cheeks that so often characterize real 
men—fighter pilots, rodeo riders—and the real men portrayed in old war movies and westerns. Think 
Randolph Scott, Bob Mitchum, Gary Cooper. Ardeth at the same time is petite—the appropriately sized 
accoutrement for a real man—or at least was in her younger years, though she’s broadened a bit across the 
beam in middle age. Neither has abundant lips—both mouths pressed tight in the Grant Wood model. He 
has a crewcut, thinning on top; she has sensible short hair, the likely grey concealed beneath a cutrate 
mousey brown, which she likely applies herself. 

They greet their daughters with hugs that let daylight through. Frank shakes Jack’s hand then mine. 
Ardeth allows or forces herself to hug Jack. There is something approximating a kiss. She shakes my hand. 
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Welcome to our home, she says. 
Which borders on country kitsch. Lots of flowers—on curtains, on furniture, on accent pillows, in 

bright paintings (original oil paintings from nineteen-ninety-nine). Some artificial flowers, artfully 
crammed into ceramic vases. Furniture with doilies on arms and backs populating most of the space 
because real estate left undeveloped is just wasteland. (Or maybe Ardeth is a closet hoarder, committed to 
the principle that quantity of acquisition is the hallmark of success.) Later, on a visit to the bathroom, I 
browse a series of school portraits of assorted children of assorted ages framed along the hallway. I pause 
before the largest one—central and dominant—of who can only be Danielle. She appears not just in a 
plurality of the pictures but I believe (without counting) in an actual majority. Her features, her hair, her 
smile are stunning, cast in that alluring monochromatic bronze of the sunbunny, so the tan of her skin 
approaches the value of her sunwashed hair. The cheekbones defined. The teeth toothpaste-ad bright and 
straight. Coy and vamping for the camera, smiling a cheerleader smile, serious studious even melancholy, 
a whole model book of roles overwhelms the blue or violet backgrounds of the other children in their 
formulaic school portraits. She is the whole town’s darling in these images, but I suspect a sinister depth 
behind the eyes: what is she hiding? what planning? In the most prominent she looks to be about fifteen. 
Has the infamous keg party already taken place? While her defender is conspicuous in his absence from 
the memorial wall. 

Isobel the matriarch waits enthroned in the living room in a Windsor chair like an antique doll with 
much of the stuffing deteriorated to dust. Tiny, desiccated, with a cap of almost blue curls and a seam of a 
mouth and glittering onyx eyes. She wears powder-blue stretch pants and a shapeless white blouse with 
flowers so tiny they could pass for polka-dots buttoned up to its weakly frilled neck, and I perceive a 
handmade similarity to the blue-with-pale-flowers blouse her daughter-in-law is wearing. I wonder if they 
sit together sewing of an evening, reruns of the Lawrence Welk show providing the soundtrack. She eyes 
me as if I’m a known or at least a probable pedophile. The girls (yes, they become girls in her presence) 
bend and dutifully kiss her astringent cheek. Jack says Hello Isobel and she says, Jack, apparently an 
epithet for which there is no available substitute. I think about extending my hand but decide against: I 
could thereby expose myself to possession. 

Natalie and Karen are pressed into kitchen service, leaving the men and Diane with Isobel in the living 
room. 

We are offered beers, which Jack and I readily, even desperately, accept, while Diane receives hers 
with far more aplomb: she clearly merits her beer, whereas Jack and I are fortunate beneficiaries. Natalie 
brings them. I try to meet her eye, to convey somehow that I am an ally. Then we sit, trying to wring 
conversation from the dominant silence. The house in its immaculate and deafening normality somehow 
oppresses me. If there were music, perhaps, even Lawrence Welk. Jack asks Frank about projects he’s 
pursuing in his recent retirement, while feminine voices trickle from the kitchen, intermittent and 
unintelligible. Frank is contemplating installation of a backup water tank to keep them supplied during the 
not infrequent power outages, which of course shut down the electric pump necessary to draw water from 
the well. 

Isobel says A lot of foofaw for nothing, you ask me. If you had a handpump like we used to. 
Frank sighs a sigh of martyred durance. I’ve told you, Mom, those wells were maybe twenty, twenty-

five feet deep. Ours is four hundred and fifty. Your arm would give out before you could get a cup. 
Her mouthseam puckers further in her rectitude and she doesn’t condescend to answer. 
Frank’s voice is higher and milder than I would expect from his furrowed and weathered visage. He 

should sound more like his estranged son. I wonder what issued from the mother’s throat. 



Goral  Houses of the Dead 

48 

 

Karen tells me you’re a writer, he says to me. 
I’m trying, I say. 
Can you make a living at that? 
I laugh disarmingly, but the only one disarmed appears to be me. Not yet, I say, struggling to 

recapture my maturity. Hopefully one day. 
So what do you do? he asks in uninflected earnest. 
The dreaded question. What do I do? What I have to, what I can. I try to explain that my eccentrically 

varied resume both provides sufficient if modest sustenance and serves as raw material for the production 
of my craft. I see the judgment—or is it just dismissal?—in his eyes, though he is polite enough not to 
verbalize it. 

In the kitchen I hear Ardeth say Natalie go find your brother and tell him to come wash up dinner’s 
ready, and the sound of the back door (the one we entered by) opening and closing. I see the front door 
from where I sit, but there is apparently no way to access it from where visitors and residents park. It 
opens onto the thirty-foot arc of lawn that constitutes the front yard. I suspect it is only the diligent and 
militant housecleaning that keeps spiderwebs from welding it shut. I picture a woodburned sign with the 
street number and The Stears growing moss over a doorway nobody uses. 

Dinner is porkchops breaded and panfried, at once dry and greasy. Instant mashed potatoes. Diced 
carrots and peas out of a bag. Soft white dinner rolls with a tub of whipped margarine. It is a meal from 
middle america, the vast geography between the shores, aspiring to wholesome Norman Rockwell 
integrity but not averse to exploiting the magic of microwaves and big box stores. Iced tea or sprite. 
Ardeth asks me with a certain incredulity if I’m sure I really only want water. In another setting I’d ask for 
another beer or make a comment about pretending the water is really everclear but I find myself a child 
again, hoping to elude the notice of a biblical patriarchy jealous of any hint of apostasy. I wait for Jack to 
throw a rolled-up pellet of bread at me, to open his mouth wide when no one’s looking exhibiting its half-
chewed cargo of porkchops peas and carrots that he has carefully arranged to send me into embarrassing 
paroxysms of dinner-spewing laughter while he simply closes his mouth and finishes chewing in studied 
calm with just the slightest innocent puzzlement at my unfortunate outburst. 

He doesn’t, though. He is at least as intimidated as I am. These are his in-laws, and he also dreads the 
terrible swift sword. 

Tom Brandauer is at table with us, despite that he has been assigned no actual chair. Nor has he been 
mentioned, though he is presumably the impetus for this joyous gathering. 

The long table is thus: Ardeth sits at the end nearest the breakfast bar that separates us from the 
kitchen so that she might on a moment’s notice fetch and carry, with Frank at the far end since he must 
never. I am at the end on Frank’s right hand. Beside me Teddy then Natalie and so back to Ardeth; 
opposite me Diane then Jack then Karen. Isobel sits in her Windsor chair, which has been moved near the 
corner between Frank and Diane, and provided with her already apportioned plate on an aluminum tray 
table printed with flowers. So she perches there, vulturine, like the malevolent avatar of some minor deity. 
She seems to watch me, waiting for me to reveal my true purpose. 

Karen talks a little about school business. Ardeth asks polite questions about certain other teachers, 
focusing on offspring and illnesses of teachers that she knew from the years her own children were 
subjected to them. Diane mentions that she has gotten a small promotion at the credit union where she 
works in Placerville. Frank appears unimpressed though he nods to signify approval. Ardeth says That’s 
wonderful Diane, in a voice that suggests it is in fact barely adequate. 

Teddy is silent. A slight wiry man about my own age—a thin moustache, tousled brown hair, startling 
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blue eyes kept averted. When he showed up and was introduced to me I held out my hand and Natalie 
touched his shoulder and he held out his, allowing me to take it, but there was no grip. It was like a dead 
thing and he took it back and never met my eyes nor said a word. 

Natalie met my eyes, though—defying me to find fault with Teddy’s social skills. She has clearly 
established herself as his protector, and he as clearly takes sanctuary beneath the umbrella of her 
protection. 

As the none too frenzied feeding is winding down (in this household food is, apparently, fuel only—
like gasoline or diesel), Frank says We’re going to have to do something about the house. 

First thing, Ardeth says, is to get those people out of it. 
Those people. My ears prick up. What people? I wonder, but more telling perhaps, is the implicit 

contempt, revulsion, with which she infuses the two words. Those people. The phrase those people might 
be eloquent and universal code for everyone other and lesser: nigger, kike, spick; gook, chink, faggot; and 
of course jew. Have I left anyone out? Oh yes—the poor—all those (inclusive, generally, of the 
aforementioned, with the possible and obvious exception of the jew) who have been less industrious than 
I. 

But nevertheless I find myself intrigued by the possibility of unearthing the identity of just who—in 
the present case—those people are. I’m sorely tempted to just ask, but manage to make myself wait 
instead. 

Isobel says I never did understand why Tommy always let that trash take advantage of him. 
Karen closes her eyes. Jack looks into mine but I can’t read whatever he’s trying to convey. Diane’s 

nostrils flare. She is not going to restrain herself, I realize just before she says They’re his friends, Gram. 
He’s allowed to have friends. 

Isobel glares at her. He always did have trash friends, she informs us. Eleanor let him get away with 
everything. 

Mom, Frank says. 
It’s only the truth. 
You raised her, Isobel, Diane says. 
Frank says more sternly Diane. 
Diane says, asserts, I’m sorry, in a tone that says that not only is she not sorry but that it is only by 

dint of tremendous self-restraint that she holds back the implicit but and the diatribe that is all queued up 
to follow it. She and Frank locking eyes. 

Well it doesn’t matter now anyway, Ardeth says, so let’s just stop talking about it. What’s done is 
done. 

Tense silence. Tense silence differs from the merely uncomfortable silence that has preceded it, 
because now there is acrimony in the air like static electricity. Finally Diane says I’m going outside for a 
smoke. 

There’s still dessert, Ardeth says. We have Gram’s famous crumbcake. And Cool Whip. 
I’ll be back, she says getting up. 
When are you going to quit that? Frank says. 
Next year, she replies. You only quit last year. 
But I quit, he says. So can you. 
I stand and say to Diane I guess I’ll join you and she looks at me and then I realize everyone’s looking 

at me so I kind of shrug sheepishly and say I just started a couple years ago and follow her out through the 
kitchen and around to the front yard where it’s dark enough to admire the view to the west still bearing the 
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deep cobalt traces of day’s last edge; overhead, first stars have begun their emergence. 
I roll a cigarette while she stands waiting with hers unlit. She’s not impatient; I suspect, in fact, that 

she appreciates the added delay. I light us both, her face a momentary ruddy brightness. She draws deep 
and hisses out an angry plume. 

Maybe I wouldn’t hate that fucking road so much, she says, if this wasn’t what was always at the end 
of it. 

What people? I can’t help myself from asking. 
She glances at me. Tom liked to take in strays. He had four or five living over there with him. I know 

a couple of them from, you know, around, but I don’t know where he found the rest. 
You stayed in touch with him after he moved, then? 
She studies me, squinting against an errant strand of smoke. You did have an eventful night, didn’t 

you? 
I shrug modestly or evasively. New kid, you know? 
You going to put all this shit in your book? 
I laugh. Not this book, I assure her. 
She sighs. Last time I was there it was horribly depressing. Tom had diabetes. He’d had a mild heart 

attack, maybe two. He was not in a good way. His little roomies—well, they tried to take care of him but 
they’re all pretty much trainwrecks themselves, and mainly their idea of caregiving was keeping him high 
enough not to care. Dad’s going to have an aneurysm when he sees the house. He and Tom built it for 
Eleanor like twenty years ago and she was meticulous, you might say anal, but now it’s pretty much gone 
to shit. 

I nod. So I guess they used to get along. 
Once upon a time, she finally says. Sort of. 
Inside a telephone rings. There are voices. A minute later the back door opens and footsteps come 

round the house. Natalie, blonde hair a candleflame.  
How’d you get away? Diane asks her. 
Phone call, she says. I cleared the table then snuck out.  
Good tactic. Is everybody thoroughly pissed off? 
Pretty much. She hesitates. I think it’s Dani. 
Oh, great. Just what I needed to hear on top of an otherwise perfectly fucked-up evening. 
Natalie is a silhouette against the house, just a rim of lightness where her hair catches errant light 

through the curtains. 
Guess what I saw, she says in a whisper. 
What. 
You know how I work for the McKiernans after school? 
Yeah. 
And then I come home by Hidden Creek Canyon? There’s like a deer trail? 
All right. 
And there’s this little pond down there that nobody ever goes to. 
Get on with it, child. 
She holds fire, building suspense. 
I saw a wolf, she says, or breathes. 
Not a wild wolf, I say. 
She looks at me. I can feel her tentative antipathy. 
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Ryan used to be a zookeeper, Diane says. I wonder how she knows that, then remember I told Karen. 
There must be a strange telegraphy operant in small towns. 

Now I see the whites of Natalie’s eyes circling her irises. Really? she breathes in awe and doubt. 
Just for a little while, I explain. Just a crappy little rundown zoo in Florida. 
She seems to recollect herself. No, I know it wasn’t wild. I know there aren’t wolves in California. It 

looked wild. 
Shit, Diane says, that’s down behind Sandman’s place. 
Who? Natalie and I both ask. 
Diane shakes her head. You need to steer clear, Nat. That guy’s bad news. He’s dangerous. 
Sandman? I say. 
She looks at me. She gives the slightest negative shake of her head, lays a surreptitious finger 

alongside her nose. Which Natalie of course sees. 
She says What? He’s a drug dealer? Big deal. Who isn’t in this town? 
Diane looks at her. Damn, girl. When I was your age— 
—you were doing a lot more than me. That doesn’t mean I’m a complete idiot. 
No. But that was Sandman’s wolf. 
Natalie looks. 
I know you, Nat. 
I can see the no you don’t writ large across the girl’s countenance even in the dark but she doesn’t 

articulate it. 
Just be careful. 
Then the door again. This time it’s Karen. You guys need to finish your cigarettes and get back inside 

she says. I think Dani’s coming home. 


